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Abstract 
 
 In this dissertation, I argue that the iconoclastic and anti-materialistic “art of 
living to God” is the central theoretical preoccupation of English and American Puritan 
intellectuals. I call attention to a wealth of previously unacknowledged writing about 
image, art, architecture, and form in Puritan literature, while highlighting how recent 
materialist analyses of Puritan culture have effectively obscured evidence of iconoclasm 
and anti-materialism in this milieu. In the first chapter, I explore the Puritan inheritance 
of John Calvin’s theology of the “living image,” which defines human beings as God-
made pictures and greater than all images that are man-made. I explain how Puritan 
image theory is wedded to a theorization of the art of living to God, such that Puritan art 
and image theory are one and the same. The second chapter delineates various ways in 
which the imitation of Christ undergirds the conceptualization of “art work” in 
Puritanism. Here I focus on how Puritan ideas about both art and image intersect with 
their theorizations of happiness, shining, walking, and printing/pressing. I examine the 
theology of “edification” in my third chapter, probing how godly Puritans were 
understood to be “living architecture” and “living plants.” In Chapter 4 I consider how 
Puritan anti-formalism contributes to and complicates Puritan art and image theory. More 
than anything else, a preoccupation with theorizing image, art, architecture, and form is 
what makes intellectual Puritanism a coherent tradition across space (England and the 
Netherlands to New England) and time (ca. 1560-1730). In the fifth and concluding 
chapter, I address an aspect of Puritan ministerial writings in which pastoral practice is 
 iv 
defined not as art work but in terms of image curatorship and conservation. I then suggest 
that Puritan biographical literatures are archives or histories of artful and edificatory 
performativity. I argue that texts such as broadside elegies, funeral sermons, the 
monumental collections of lives by Samuel Clarke and Cotton Mather, and perhaps even 
gravestones should be understood as histories of Puritan art and architecture.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
Although the merits of material culture studies are now widely recognized, 
scholars rarely talk about material culture’s shortcomings. What are its limitations, its 
obfuscations? What do we do with historical evidence indicating that material does not or 
should not matter? In my dissertation I pursue these questions through study of an 
iconoclastic and anti-materialistic discourse appearing in English and American Puritan 
practical theological writings (1560-1730) that describes godly living as a work of art.1 
Whereas Puritan theologians often write about material making, including 
painting, sculpture, drawing, and printmaking, as well as architecture, to describe the “art 
of living to God,” they do so in order to negate the material practices that serve as their 
theoretical models. The Puritan art of living to God is anti-material, anti-formal, and anti-
worldly. It posits the “mereness” of material form, material existence, and material 
making. A primary aim of my dissertation is to show that anti-materialism is a major 
blind spot in material culture studies and in the study of early modern British and early 
American art. While I do not, in an absolute sense, take issue with the idea that human 
existence is material, or that anti-material ideas are conveyed through anything other than 
material relations, means, and media—in the case of my project, printed texts especially, 
as well as some manuscripts (which, at least to me, are “material”)—there are episodes in 
cultural and intellectual history, and in the history of art, to which thoroughgoing anti-
materialism has been crucial.  
First, I will provide an introduction to the subject I have been studying. I will then 
present concise critiques of important scholarship on materiality and material culture in 
                                                
1 Throughout the dissertation, when I utilize the term “discourse” I simply mean a “sustained discussion of 
a subject.” 
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Puritanism, before finally talking more about the questions raised by my topic and some 
of their implications for the study of material culture, as well as the study of art history. I 
want to preface this introduction by saying that all of my degrees are in art history, and I 
have spent a good deal of time writing what I would call material culture scholarship. I 
have, for example, worked a lot on early New England gravestones, and I originally 
thought I would write a dissertation that would be fairly described as a study of material 
culture (probably a collection of case studies that would comprise, in sum, a historical 
phenomenology of the practice of burying ground meditation in early New England).2 As 
I was researching the seminar paper that would become my Harvard qualifying paper—a 
study of the New England Puritan minister Cotton Mather’s reading and writing on art 
and architecture—I came across passages in his and related Puritan writings that I had a 
hard time processing, largely on account of my interest in visual and material culture, but 
also related to the basic idea, now prevalent (as I have learned in writing this dissertation, 
if I did not know it already), that what one studies as an art historian not only is but ought 
to be “material objects.”  
Here are some of the passages I found in Puritan writings early in my research, 
the first from the appendix to Cotton Mather’s 1698 funeral sermon on the minister John 
Bailey, A Good Man Making a Good End—this text would later reappear in the Magnalia 
Christi Americana (1702), Mather’s largest and most important published work. (Figure 
                                                
2 For examples of my own visual- and material-culture-related writings, see Jason David LaFountain, 
“Reflections on the Funerary Monuments and Burying Grounds of Early New England,” Master’s thesis, 
University of Maryland, 2004; Jason D. LaFountain, “1670: The stamp of God’s image; John Foster prints 
a woodcut portrait of Richard Mather,” in A New Literary History of America, ed. Greil Marcus and 
Werner Sollors (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009), 44-50; and Jason D. 
LaFountain, “Colorizing New England’s Burying Grounds,” in The Materiality of Color: The Production, 
Circulation, and Application of Dyes and Pigments, 1400-1800, ed. Andrea Feeser, Maureen Daly Goggin, 
and Beth Fowkes Tobin (Farnham, Surrey, UK: Ashgate, 2012), 13-27. In each of these studies I have 
attempted to preserve the negativity of Puritan (or early modern Protestant) iconoclasm and anti-
materialism while studying topics in material culture studies.  
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1) The author writes, “The Images of the Lord JESUS CHRIST on the Wall, are not 
Agreeable unto a well instructed Christian. But instead of that, the Christian would fain 
have an Image of the Lord Jesus Christ, in the Dispositions of his own Heart & Life.”3 
Not long after I saw this passage, I was reading some writings of William Perkins, a very 
important but much earlier (Elizabethan-era) English Puritan minister. In his 1601 tract, A 
Warning Against the Idolatrie of the Last Times, Perkins writes, “[M]an is a liuing image 
of God, made by the very hand of God: and in this respect a thousand fold more excellent 
then all Images made by the hand of man.”4 (Figure 2) I was interested in both of these 
passages, inasmuch as they seemed to imply that these writers were thinking about people 
as images, comparing but then also contrasting them with “man-made” pictures. At 
around the same time I was reading more in Mather’s Magnalia, which is a huge history 
of the first generation of the Puritan settlement in New England. (Figure 3) The title of 
this work translates roughly “The Glorious Works of Christ in America.” I came across 
the following line about the minister John Brock: “If One had asked Mr. JOHN BROCK 
that Question in Antoninus, Of what art hast thou proceeded master? He might have truly 
answered, My Art is to be Good…It was chiefly by being a Good Christian that he 
proved himself a Good Artist.”5  
I found this comment to be very peculiar, not least because at the time I read it I 
was under the impression—as are most historians of early American art—that the 
category “art” was not important to (or even did not exist in) the culture of New England 
Puritanism. Visual and material culture studies have led, more or less, to the discarding of 
                                                
3 Cotton Mather, A Good Man Making a Good End (Boston, 1698), 82. 
 
4 William Perkins, A Warning Against the Idolatrie of the Last Times (Cambridge, Eng., 1601), 93. 
 
5 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana (London, 1702), 4:141. 
 4 
art as a category when treating Puritan culture, and scholars of later eighteenth-century 
American art, such as Margaretta Lovell, have suggested that art theory is more or less 
nonexistent in colonial New England.6 I soon learned that “Antoninus” was what early 
modern writers called Marcus Aurelius, whose Meditations (or Golden Book) helped 
early modern philosophers, most famously the Neostoics, to think about good living as a 
work of art.7 Puritan writers would Christianize Marcus Aurelius, whose moral 
philosophy (or “morosophy”) was appealing but ultimately would not square with the 
complex theology of good works adjoining the Calvinist investment in sola fide and the 
doctrine of election. 
Early in this research one other passage particularly piqued my attention, and 
together with those I have mentioned above it led me to embark on this dissertation 
project. The passage appears in Cotton Mather’s 1708/09 funeral sermon on John 
Winthrop the Younger. (Figure 4) Winthrop was colonial governor of Connecticut in the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. Mather writes,  
Among the Primitive Christians, they would often have the Pourtraicts of 
Enoch, of Lazarus, of Jonas, and of Ezekiels Vision, on their Cæmeterial 
                                                
 
6 Lovell writes, “The rich pool of art criticism and art theory that scholars of British and continental 
eighteenth-century art have to call on to gloss ‘reception’ and to build rich interpretive models concerning 
displaced political and social public contests echoed in the canvases and material culture of their patrons, is 
not found in America. No newspaper articles, no theory tomes, no Boswellian biographies exist. However, 
this dearth of verbal evidence gives us opportunity; indeed, it forces us to read the objects themselves.” 
Margaretta M. Lovell, Art in a Season of Revolution: Painters, Artisans, and Patrons in Early America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 3. Lovell essentially begins this important book 
where I end my dissertation. Her inattention to the period before the one she is studying and to alternative 
theorizations of art, such as that which appears in the literature of Puritan practical theology, leads her to 
argue that close analysis of material objects will be, of necessity, a critical feature of the study of early 
American art. 
 
7 See Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, trans. with intro. Maxwell Staniforth (London: Penguin Books, 1964). 
For art historical writings that have helped me in thinking about Marcus Aurelius, Neostoicism, and early 
modern art theory and practice, see Michael P. Mezzatesta, “Marcus Aurelius, Fray Antonio de Guevara, 
and the Ideal of the Perfect Prince in the Sixteenth Century,” Art Bulletin 66:4 (December 1984): 620-633; 
and Ricardo De Mambro Santos, Le Virtù Romane: Temi e motivi dello stoicismo nell’arte nordica del 
Cinquecento (Roma: Edilazio, 2005).  
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Cells, to Proclaim their Comfortable Faith of the Resurrection, to sweeten 
their Habitation in the Dry Pit in the Land where the Sun shines not. But 
on the Sepulchral Monuments, it was usual for others of them to inscribe 
the First Letters in the Name of our Saviour. I ask not for those Actions, 
but for our Following of the Faith which produced them!8  
 
This seemed very strange to me. What does it mean to act according to “the Faith” that 
during the remote Christian past had nourished the production of things such as catacomb 
paintings and gravestones (e.g. Figures 5 and 6) but without actually engaging in the 
production of such cultural expressions oneself?  
Like early modern Christians generally, Puritans were very much interested in the 
early Christian Church as a pre- or non-corrupt version of Catholic Christianity. Near the 
beginning of his important book To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist Dimension in 
Puritanism, Theodore Dwight Bozeman addresses the significance to the Puritans of 
(what he terms) the “Patristic Primordium.”9 Bozeman writes, “Primitivism embraced the 
conviction that the Christian pilgrimage forth through the age of reformation and toward 
the eschatological climax was simultaneously a retrogression. To move forward was to 
strive without rest for reconnection with the paradigmatic events and utterances of 
ancient and unspoiled times.”10 The early Christian Church and the writings of the 
Church fathers became the model against which Puritan reformation, whether collective 
or personal, should be measured.11 To return to Mather’s remark, he alludes to an idea of 
                                                
 
8 Cotton Mather, Winthropi Justa (Boston, 1708), 32-33. 
 
9 See Theodore Dwight Bozeman, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist Dimension in Puritanism (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 23-32. 
 
10 Ibid., 11. 
 
11 For a profound account of the patristic preoccupation with ideas of reform, see Gerhard B. Ladner, The 
Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of the Fathers, rev. ed (New York: 
Harper Torchbooks, 1967). 
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a painting- or carving-like action that is neither literal, material painting nor literal, 
material carving. He refers to painting and carving to suggest an altogether different type 
of painting or carving—a type of faithful, painting- or carving-like activity that displaces 
and/or replaces painting or carving as we tend to understand the terms. 
With more research I eventually found that the aforementioned passages were part 
of a discourse concerning good or godly living as art, which forms the core of Puritan 
practical theological writing (and which is itself the core of all Puritan literature). No less 
interesting, I found that Puritan image theory is directly linked to this discourse, so that 
their art and image theory are one and the same. Puritans who live godly lives are like 
both God and Christ. Godly Puritans are artists because they bear the restored picture of 
God or Christ within or upon them—this picture had suffered damage through original 
sin and could become further sullied by sinful behavior.  
This notion of godly living as a work of art goes under a variety of names. It is 
called the art of living to God and the art of living. It is called techné and the technology 
of divinity. It is termed the art of doing, the art of doing good, the art of arts, excellent art, 
artificing, spiritual art, and divine art. Drawing on Aristotle’s theorization of eupraxia, 
writers, including the English Puritan Francis Rous, refer to it as the art of happiness. Its 
practitioners are called artists, right artists, and artificers. These Puritan artists are, at the 
same time, said to be living images, lively images, living paintings, right images, pictures 
of God, pictures of Christ, true images, true portraits, and even divine landscapes. This 
idea of art is theorized in comparison with other period art forms, including painting, 
sculpture, and drawing (all of which begin to be thought of or defined as art during the 
early modern period). It is compared to playing music, as well as practices we are less 
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likely to term art today, but which were then thought of in this way, the art of navigation, 
to the art of physick (i.e. medicine), in the literature and practice of husbandry the arts of 
grafting and planting, and (even) the art of swimming. In the related discourse of 
edification, derived from an anti-material reading of the Pauline Epistles, Puritan writers 
think about godly Christians as living architecture, whether as whole buildings (e.g. 
temples, houses) or as architectural elements, such as stones, roofs, rafters, columns, 
pillars, and walls. As living buildings, godly Puritans are also called builders.  
Although things like material paintings and buildings provide models for thinking 
about the art of living to God, Puritan artists, living images, builders, and living buildings 
are what they are specifically because they are the antithesis of material artworks and 
material buildings—in fact, in this discourse such material things become types for sinful 
people. Godly people are vivacious metaphorical paintings and buildings, whereas sinful 
persons are, in their base materiality, akin to dead, literal ones.  
To better frame my dissertation, I should note that I have found one of the most 
fertile points of departure in the work of literary historians Michael Clark and William 
Scheick, who since the 1970s have successfully combined analysis of Puritan iconoclasm 
and anti-materialism with close reading of Puritan literature.12 In examining the 
dialogical character of transatlantic Puritan culture, attending to the English roots of the 
movement and continuing associations between English and American Puritan culture(s) 
                                                
 
12 See Michael P. Clark, “‘The Crucified Phrase’: Sign and Desire in Puritan Semiology,” Early American 
Literature 13:3 (Winter 1978/9): 278-293; Clark, “The Honeyed Knot of Puritan Aesthetics,” in Puritan 
Poets and Poetics: Seventeenth-Century American Poetry in Theory and Practice, ed. Peter White 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1985), 67-83; Michael P. Clark, “The Eschatology 
of Signs in Cotton Mather’s ‘Biblia Americana’ and Jonathan Edwards’s Case for the Legibility of 
Providence,” in Cotton Mather and the ‘Biblia Americana’ – America’s First Bible Commentary: Essays in 
Reappraisal, ed. Reiner Smolinski and Jan Stievermann (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 413-
438; and William J. Scheick, Design in Puritan American Literature (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 1992). 
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during the period at which I am looking, I follow the lead of scholars like David Grayson 
Allen and Francis Bremer.13 Although I have come to think of this project as a study of 
an episode in the philosophy of art, the discourse I am examining also has many things in 
common with both performance and conceptual art from the 1960s, 70s, and later, and 
this relationship has meaningfully informed my thinking. As I proceed, it will become 
clear that the Puritan art of living anticipates strategies of critique, opposition, and 
negation that we have come to associate with performance and conceptual art.14  
Two other works of scholarship have been especially important to me as I 
completed this dissertation. The literary historian Eric Slauter’s The State as a Work of 
Art: the Cultural Origins of the Constitution (2009), in which Slauter demonstrates that 
considerations of art theory and aesthetics have been central to topics that are not 
traditionally the territory of art historians, in particular the legal and political history of 
the Revolutionary era and early republic. Although Slauter occasionally analyzes pictures 
or, say, furniture, he shows us this primarily by looking carefully at writings, both printed 
and in manuscript. In doing so, he produces some of the richest discussions that have 
                                                
 
13 David Grayson Allen, “‘Both Englands’,” in Seventeenth-Century New England, ed. David D. Hall and 
David Grayson Allen (Boston: Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1984), 55-82; and Francis J. Bremer, 
ed., Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Faith (Boston: 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1993). On the transplantation of English Puritanism to North America, 
see also David Hackett Fischer, “East Anglia to Massachusetts: The Exodus of the English Puritans, 1629-
41,” in Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 13-
205. 
 
14 For key sources that have helped me to better appreciate similarities, as well as differences, between the 
Puritan art of living and performance/conceptual art, see Allan Kaprow, Essays on the Blurring of Art and 
Life, exp. ed., ed. Jeff Kelley (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Lucy Lippard, Six Years: 
The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972… (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1997); Gregory Battcock, ed., Idea Art: A Critical Anthology (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1973); 
and Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1999). John Dewey’s Art as Experience has also been very important to me. See John Dewey, Art as 
Experience (New York: Perigree, 1980). The book was first published in 1934. 
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been published to date concerning aesthetics, architectural theory, composition, form, 
taste, notions of the frame and framing, and representation (i.e. how ideas about pictorial 
representation inform thinking on political representativity) in early America.15 Like my 
own project, Alexander Nemerov’s Acting in the Night: ‘Macbeth’ and the Places of the 
Civil War explores the implication of art in life in a period before which historians of 
American art have taken up the subject.16 Nemerov remarked to me in a conversation 
about the relationship between our projects: “Having the chance to think about 19th-
century American art in an expanded sense—that is, as encompassing things and even 
ephemeral experiences that hardly rise to the level of ‘art’ (and yet are often more 
powerful than this art)—was one of the most thrilling parts for me of researching and 
writing the book. I imagine that in your work you are interested in this expanded 
definition of artistic and religious experience, too.”17 It is precisely the Puritan sense of 
the power of the implication of art in life that I will explore in the following pages. 
 
Note: throughout the dissertation, I position the writings of the New England Puritan 
Cotton Mather (1663-1728) at the center of my analysis. Mather’s works crystallize and 
often provocatively extend many of the thoughts about image, art, architecture, and form 
developed in earlier Puritanism.18 
                                                
15 Eric Slauter, The State as a Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constitution (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2009).  
 
16 Alexander Nemerov, Acting in the Night: ‘Macbeth’ and the Places of the Civil War (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2010).  
 
17 Email correspondence with Alexander Nemerov, June 2011. 
 
18 The best biography of Cotton Mather remains Kenneth Silverman, The Life and Times of Cotton Mather 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1984). 
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The Art of Living / Living Image in Puritanism 
In this dissertation I introduce a body of Puritan writing that understands godly 
Christians as both artists and living images. Even as Puritan authors dismiss practices of 
material making like drawing, painting, printmaking, sculpture, and architecture as art, 
they depend on these practices and their products to describe virtuous Christian behavior 
as artistry. The discourse of the art of living serves as a negotiation of the rejection of 
justification according to good works in Calvinist culture. That is, the theorization of an 
idea of “art work” in Puritanism supplies a bridge through which actions and works can 
still signify within a religious culture to which the doctrine of election is also critical.19 
Undergirding this discourse is the idea that metaphor is the space of Puritan reality. For 
the writers whose works I will analyze here the material world, or so-called “reality,” is 
what is dream-like or illusory.  
Over the course of more than a century, as Puritan thinkers built a robust account 
of the “sincere” art of living to God, they produced, at the same time, a large amount of 
polemical writing in which they critiqued “formal,” or “hypocritical,” religion. Puritan art 
and image theory is, in fact, one and the same with this anti-formalist literature. More 
than anything else, a preoccupation with theorizing image, art, and form is what makes 
intellectual Puritanism a coherent tradition across space (England and the Netherlands to 
New England) and time (ca. 1560-1730).  
                                                
19 Julia Bryan-Wilson’s scholarship on art and work, or “art work,” in the Vietnam War era has helped me 
to think through the connectedness of Puritan theologians’ ideas about art and work. See Julia Bryan-
Wilson, Art Workers: Radical Practice in the Vietnam War Era (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2009). 
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This discourse is the Puritan contribution to an aspect of the philosophy of art that 
understands life (or, in this case, the practice of Christian living) as art work. This thread 
in the philosophy of art includes everything from ancient writings on this idea, by Plato, 
Aristotle, Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius, to, writing a bit later, someone like 
John Chrysostom (in an excellent book historian of religion Margaret Mitchell describes 
Chrysostom’s homily on 1 Corinthians 13, in which he characterizes Paul as a perfect 
portrait—a living, breathing statue of Christ).20 There are early modern revisitations of 
the aforementioned classical writers, as in Neostoicism (as we have already seen, Marcus 
Aurelius was popular among Puritans and Neostoics alike), and then, somewhat later, we 
have the thinking of philosophical aestheticians like the Third Earl of Shaftesbury and 
Francis Hutcheson, Honoré de Balzac’s 1830 Treatise on Elegant Living, as well as 
sundry turn-of-the-twentieth-century utopian efforts to break down the barrier between 
art and life, as in the Arts & Crafts movement, and so forth.21 More recently, we have 
philosophical wranglings with an aesthetics of existence, as appears in the late writings of 
Foucault, like The Care of the Self, or in Alexander Nehamas’s The Art of Living (a 
synthetic and transhistorical account of the idea—the best general treatment of the 
subject).22  
                                                
20 Margaret M. Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet: John Chrysostom and the Art of Pauline Interpretation 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), esp. 104-112. 
 
21 See Leslie Ellen Brown, “The Idea of Life as a Work of Art in Scottish Enlightenment Discourse,” 
Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 24 (1995): 51-67; Honoré de Balzac, Treatise on Elegant Living, 
trans. Napoleon Jeffries (Cambridge, Mass.: Wakefield Press, 2010); and Wendy Kaplan, “The Art that Is 
Life”: the Arts & Crafts Movement in America (Boston: Little, Brown, 1987). 
 
22 Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self. The History of Sexuality vol. 3, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1988); Alexander Nehamas, The Art of Living: Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault  
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998). 
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Building on patristic writings, and anticipated in the literature of the late medieval 
Lollards, the French reformer John Calvin advanced an iconoclastic theory of Protestant 
people as living images in relation to practices such as ministerial preaching and the 
sacraments of baptism and communion.23 Defined in opposition to “mere,” “dead,” “man-
made,” “material” pictures, Calvin understood godly Christians to be lively pictures of 
God or Christ. Later Calvinists, including the Puritans, extended Calvin’s image theory. 
The scriptural basis for the Calvinist understanding of the godly-believer-as-living-image 
is Genesis 1:26, which indicates that man was created in God’s image. Puritan authors 
describe Christian persons, rather than man-made pictures, as true images, with God as 
the artist to whom this work is attributed. Remarkably, they emphasize Genesis 1:26 over 
and against John 1:14 (“The Word was made flesh…”), the traditional focus of Christian 
arguments in support of the permissibility of man-made images.  
In an important recent book, the theologian, Randall Zachman, has clarified 
Calvin’s development of the distinction between the dead images “contrived” by human 
hands and the living images created by God. Restoring image to a central place within 
Calvin’s theology, alongside and in relation to word (or Word)—which is usually the 
focus of discussions of the theological or cultural priorities of Protestant cultures—
Zachman underlines that during and after the Reformation the development of a new or 
different notion of the Christian image was paramount for Protestant theologians such as 
Calvin. The living image in Calvinism is both an image and an anti-image. The living 
                                                
 
23 The Lollards were iconoclastic and anti-materialistic English heretics who, in a variety of ways, 
anticipated the Protestant Reformation. On living versus dead images in Lollardy, see Margaret Aston, 
“Lollards and Images,” in Lollards and Reformers: Images and Literacy in Late Medieval Religion 
(London: Hambledon Press, 1984), 135-192. For a discussion of Calvin’s related views about living versus 
dead images, see Randall C. Zachman, Image and Word in the Theology of John Calvin (Notre Dame, Ind.: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007). 
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image as theorized by Calvin and later Puritan thinkers cannot be understood 
independently from an antipathy for what they call dead, man-made, material images. 
Perhaps the most important Puritan publication describing the art of living to God 
is William Ames’s Technometria, a Latin treatise published in 1633, the title of which 
translates as “measure” or “survey” “of art.” (Figure 7) Derived from the medieval 
system of the liberal arts, technometria is a complete model of the arts, theorized by 
Ames, via the French Protestant humanist Peter Ramus, in the early seventeenth 
century.24 A reaction against the metaphysics of Aristotle, the system works to combine 
abstract theory and the concrete practice of virtue, and it promotes the implication of the 
metaphysical in the physical world.  
From the Greek meaning “good practice” or “good action,” “doing or making 
well,” or “practicing well,” the incorporation of eupraxia within the Amesian system was 
of fundamental importance to Puritan religion.25 In his discussion of happiness in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle uses the term eupraxia, and for both Aristotle and Puritan 
theologians, good action has happiness as its end.26 In Ames’s art theory, the manual 
production of things like paintings or sculptures—occupies a position within the “less 
dignified” arts in the technometric hierarchy. (Figures 8 and 9, bottom of the chart) 
Thus eupraxia is shaped by strong criticality—if not complete negativity—toward the 
                                                
24 For the most important analysis of the thought of Ramus, see Walter J. Ong, Ramus: Method, and the 
Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason, foreword Adrian Johns (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004). The book was first published by Harvard University Press in 1958. On 
the Ramist movement in England, see Wilbur Samuel Howell, Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500-1700 
(New York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1961), 173-246. 
 
25 Lee W. Gibbs, “Commentary” in William Ames, Technometry, trans. and intro. Lee W. Gibbs 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1979), 131-132 (Thesis 9). 
 
26 See Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, trans. and intro. Christopher Rowe, philosophical intro. and 
comment. Sarah Broadie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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idea of artistry as object production. The Puritan formulation of art as good action thus 
functions as an iconoclastic gesture. As Lee Gibbs has pointed out, for Ames the “object 
of art” is not “in the mind or will of an individual man”; it is “in the mind of God” and 
“[God-] created things.”27 In addition to Technometria, Ames’s system of practical 
theology was made known through his Medulla Theologiae (1623, 1627), published in 
English translation as The Marrow of Theology or The Marrow of Sacred Divinity.28 
(Figure 10) 
Ames’s Technometria drew on existing educational curricula of the institutions 
that trained Puritan ministers. Emmanuel College at Cambridge was a breeding ground 
for generations of Puritan divines; Ames himself studied at Christ College, Cambridge, 
and was heavily influenced by William Perkins during his studies. His technometria was 
instrumental in the development of the curriculum at Harvard College (and later Yale), 
and theses technologicae can be found in commencement programs for both institutions 
through the end of eighteenth century.29 Both Harvard and Yale functioned in the 
beginning primarily to train Puritan clergy.  
                                                
 
27 Gibbs, “Commentary” in Ames, Technometry, 132 (Thesis 10).  
 
28 See, for example, William Ames, The Marrow of Sacred Divinity (London, 1642). 
 
29 For sources explaining the importance of Ames’s writing to Puritan culture, see Perry Miller, The New 
England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1939), 
161-180 and 187-190; Lee W. Gibbs, “William Ames’s Technometry,” Journal of the History of Ideas 33:4 
(October-December 1972): 615-624; Lee W. Gibbs’s contributions to Ames, Technometry; Keith L. 
Sprunger, “William Ames and the Settlement of Massachusetts Bay,” New England Quarterly 39:1 (March 
1966): 66-79; Keith L. Sprunger, “Technometria: A Prologue to Puritan Theology,” Journal of the History 
of Ideas 29:1 (January-March 1968): 115-122; and Keith L. Sprunger, The Learned Doctor William Ames: 
Dutch Backgrounds of English and American Puritanism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1972). For 
works dealing with technometria and Harvard’s early curriculum, see Samuel Eliot Morison, Harvard 
College in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936), 161-164; Porter G. 
Perrin, “Possible Sources of Technologia at Early Harvard,” New England Quarterly 7:4 (December 1934): 
718-724; and Edward Rand, “Liberal Education in Seventeenth-Century Harvard,” New England Quarterly 
6 (1933): 525-551. For a seventeenth-century catechism including handwritten notations related to 
eupraxia, see James Fitch, The First P[r]inciples of the Doctrine of Christ (Boston, 1679), Houghton 
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 In The Way to True Happinesse, or, The Way to Heaven Open’d, published in 
1654, the English Puritan clergyman, Ralph Venning, queries in framing his sermon (in 
reference to John 6:28): “What shall we do that we may work the Work of God?” (Figure 
11) The key, he says, is the art of living to God, practice over profession, works over 
words, walking over talking. “Religion is no idle speculation,” he writes, “nor a bare 
Profession, a forme of Godlinesse, a round of duties, but the life of Religion lies in living 
it, in bringing the whole (inward and outward) man to the obedience of God; Godlinesse 
is God-likenesse.” Venning later asks, “Are not we his Workmanship created (that is, new 
created) unto good works?”30 It is important to recognize here that the good works of 
Christians, according to this Calvinist (and therefore predestinarian) line of Puritan 
theology, are accomplished by resigning oneself to the will of God. In this regard, the 
Puritan notion of the art of living is to be distinguished from most of the other models of 
life as a work of art I have mentioned in this Introduction. It is not in the individual’s 
power to work the work of art, but rather, God does the work in, through, or with the 
faithful Christian.  
 As the English Puritan, Isaac Ambrose, puts it in Media: The Middle Things, 
published five years earlier, “[W]e are workers together with Christ.”31 (Figure 12)  
(Note that the art of living to God is aptly understood as both art theory and media 
theory.) In his Epistle to the Reader preceding Ambrose’s Media, John Waite plays on the 
Latin phrase “Media re,” meaning the “middle of a thing.” He labels the art of living 
                                                                                                                                            
Library, Harvard University *AC6 F5532 679f (interleaved copy with ms. notes on interleaves, in 
autograph of Jabez Fitch). 
 
30 Ralph Venning, The Way to True Happinesse (London, 1654), “Epistle Dedicatory,” n.p., 26-27, and 29. 
 
31 Isaac Ambrose, Media: The Middle Things, 2d ed. (London, 1652), 87. 
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“Remedia,” a remedy.32 The Lollards had called godly Christians “quick images,” and the 
idea of “quickness” or “quickening” continued to inform Puritan characterizations of 
living images.33 In both cultural contexts (and based on biblical distinctions between “the 
quick” (the saved) and “the dead” (the damned)) liveliness and quickness are closely 
related. In The Quickened Soul (1720), a short treatise on the art of living and/as 
vivification, Cotton Mather writes,   
In our Original Sin, Our Faculties are so depraved, and such a Death is 
come upon them, that we cannot now Live unto GOD, until Supernatural 
Influences from Heaven, bring us into the Life of GOD…[W]e are 
Expressly told, Eph. II. 8. By Grace are ye saved thro’ Faith; and that not 
of your selves: It is the Gift of GOD. And if the First Act of Living to 
GOD, be from the Efficacy of a Supernatural Grace granted unto us, 
Methinks, the whole Course of Living to GOD, must be assigned unto the 
same Gracious Efficicacy [sic]. Christian, All that thou Art in Christianity 
must have this Confession made upon it; By the Grace of GOD I am what 
I am. All that thou Dost must have this Confess’d of it; Not I but the 
Grace of GOD which is with me.34 (Figure 13) 
 
Mather’s peculiar capitalizing of “Art” is a play on how “Living to GOD” is an art. “All 
that thou Art in Christianity must have this Confession made upon it; By the Grace of 
GOD I am what I am.” Here, too, his play on the word Art (and the verb “to be”) enables 
him to associate art with the idea of being. The art of living to God is human “being,” 
while all human existence outside of the art of living is non-being. “Worldy profits” are, 
for example, according to Isaac Ambrose, “a thing of nought, and that which is not.”35 
And of “worldy pleasures” he asserts, “[T]hey [have] nothing, no reality in them.”36  
                                                
 
32 John Waite, “The Epistle to the Reader,” in ibid., n.p. 
 
33 See Aston, “Lollards and Images.” 
 
34 Cotton Mather, The Quickened Soul (Boston, 1720), 7-9. 
35 Ambrose, Media, 103. 
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By the early eighteenth century, Puritan ministers in training were reading other, 
newer practical theological treatises describing Christian living as a work of art, but 
which were remarkably similar to the system outlined by Ames. The most important of 
these is the Theoretico-practica Theologia of the German-Dutch theologian Petrus van 
Mastricht. This massive, 1,300-page text dates to 1682-1687 (Amsterdam), with a final 
and complete edition issued in 1699 (Utrecht).37 (Figure 14) In the early eighteenth 
century in New England, both Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards actively advocated 
for the reading of the volume; in fact, Edwards called it “better than any other book in the 
world, excepting the Bible.”38  
The theologian, Adriaan Neele, now director of the Jonathan Edwards Center in 
the Divinity School at Yale University, has published an outstanding analysis of Petrus 
van Mastricht’s theology, entitled, in fact, The Art of Living to God.39 (Figure 15) Calling 
attention to the international appeal of practical piety in post-Reformation Protestantism, 
Neele works to correct views of Puritanism that have come down to us due to the power 
and influence of twentieth-century historian Perry Miller. Miller dismissed the Puritans of 
                                                                                                                                            
36 Ibid., 110. 
 
37 Petrus van Mastricht, Theoretico-practica Theologia (Utrecht, 1699). 
 
38 Jonathan Edwards, quoted in Adriaan C. Neele, The Art of Living to God: A Study of Method and Piety in 
the ‘Theoretico-Practica Theologia’ of Petrus van Mastricht (1630-1706) (Pretoria, South Africa: 
Department of Church History, University of Pretoria, 2005), 21. 
 
39 The information for Neele’s book is listed in the preceding note. It is no exaggeration to say that learning 
about Neele’s book and seeing/hearing him speak at a conference in Germany a few years ago constituted 
the turning point in my project. At the time I learned of Neele’s scholarship I had already begun charting 
the discourse of the art of living to God in Puritanism, though given the almost complete lack of writing on 
the subject in the extant scholarly literature on Puritanism, I was in need of some kind of verification that I 
was on the right track. Neele provided that. Unfortunately his volume on Mastricht and the art of living to 
God remains quite obscure, having been published by the Department of Church History at the University 
of Pretoria in South Africa, a department with which the author has affiliated. The lecture Neele delivered 
at the conference in question, which took place at the University of Tübingen in October 2008, addressed 
the New England Puritan interest in Mastricht, and it was eventually published. See Adriaan Neele, “Peter 
van Mastricht’s Theoretico-practica Theologia as an Interpretative Framework for Cotton Mather’s Work,” 
in Cotton Mather and the ‘Biblia Americana,’ 167-180. 
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Cotton Mather’s generation as “intellectually muted and drifting toward practical 
piety.”40 Neele concurs with the theologian, Richard Lovelace, who long ago argued that 
New England Puritanism is “better associated with English Puritanism and German 
Pietism.”41  
Figure 14 pictures Mather Byles’s copy of the 1724 edition of Mastricht’s work. 
“M. Byles” appears at the top right of the title page. Byles was the nephew and, in effect, 
the adopted son of Cotton Mather. He became a poet and clergyman, serving as the first 
minister of the Hollis Street Church in Boston, where he worked for forty-five years until, 
in the era of the Revolution, he was (as a Loyalist) driven from his position. After Cotton 
Mather’s death Byles inherited the Mather library from him.42 The possibility exists that 
this was originally Cotton Mather’s copy of Mastricht’s Theoretico-practica Theologia, 
which near the end of his life, in 1726, he warmly commended to ministerial students in 
his educational manual Manuductio Ad Ministerium: “I hope, you will next unto the 
Sacred Scripture make a Mastricht the storehouse to which you may resort continually, 
for in it the minister will find everything.”43 (Figure 16) Mather could have been quoting 
Mastricht when in the Manuductio he writes that we must practice “the Method of living 
                                                
 
40 I quote Neele on Perry Miller here. Ibid., 167-168. 
 
41 Ibid., 168. See Richard F. Lovelace, The American Pietism of Cotton Mather: Origins of American 
Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Christian College Consortium, 1979).  
 
42 On the Mather library, see Julius Herbert Tuttle, “The Libraries of the Mathers,” Proceedings of the 
American Antiquarian Society 20 (April 1910): 269-356. 
 
43 Cotton Mather, Manuductio Ad Ministerium (Boston, 1726), 85. In email correspondence of March/April 
2012, Neele confirmed that Mather might have owned this volume. 
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unto GOD…with a single Eye, to keep up a Regular and Perpetual Aim at the RIGHT 
END…”44   
 
Against Material Culture 
In this dissertation I demonstrate how Puritan iconoclasm and anti-materialism 
inform the production of the Puritans’ most important and interesting ideas about art and 
architecture, image, and form, all of which are theorized in their writings about good 
practice, or what they call the art of living to God. This is essentially the reverse of the 
approach that has been taken by writers who have done the most significant work on 
materiality, material objects (including pictures, gravestones, and communion silver), 
material architecture, and material practice in Puritanism. Common to such writings is the 
inflation of evidence of material signification and inattention to evidence of anti-
materialism.  
Ann Kibbey’s The Interpretation of Material Shapes in Puritanism: A Study of 
Rhetoric, Prejudice, and Violence, published in 1986, is the most ambitious attempt to 
date to theorize materiality and material signification in Puritanism.45 Kibbey is a literary 
historian and cultural theorist. Emphasizing the idea of the figura as developed in 
classical rhetoric, she makes the argument that the world for the Puritans is made up of 
different kinds of “material shapes” (her translation of figura).46 Some of these material 
shapes are good and likable, while others are offensive. Idols are bad shapes, thus fit 
                                                
 
44 Ibid., 8-9. 
 
45 Ann Kibbey, The Interpretation of Material Shapes in Puritanism: A Study of Rhetoric, Prejudice, and 
Violence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).  
 
46 For the classic study of figura, see Erich Auerbach, “Figura,” in Scenes from the Drama of European 
Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 11-79. 
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objects of iconoclasm. Idols comprise man-made devices that stand as roadblocks 
between God and believers, like paintings of God, Christ, the Madonna, and saints, the 
Anglican garment called the surplice, as well as gestures like kneeling and the sign of the 
cross. Evil people are also idols. Because idolatry is coded non-Protestant, non-Anglo, 
non-white, and female, this means that Catholics, Native Americans who are resistant to 
proselytizing, and outspoken women like Ann Hutchinson are negative material shapes, 
too. Puritans participating in the sacraments (which for these Calvinists are only baptism 
and communion), on the other hand, are good material shapes, as are certain kinds of 
textual and acoustic figuration associated with the Puritan “plain style.” Kibbey argues, 
therefore, that the Puritans harbored a “negative devotion” to images.  
There is much to admire in this volume, not least of which is the fact that Kibbey 
is among the first writers to explain that Puritanism absorbed John Calvin’s notion of 
godly practice as living imaging. Kibbey’s account of the relation between Puritan image 
theory and social prejudice is also very good.47 On the other hand, Kibbey renders the 
entirety of the Puritan world “material.” She does so by developing highly wrought, 
sometimes beautiful, but sometimes difficult to follow readings of the importance of 
acoustic figuration to the Boston minister John Cotton’s sermons (which are the basis of 
her inquiry). In doing so, she misrepresents the contents of the vast majority of Puritan 
literature, including texts discussing godly Puritans as living images, which are anti-
materialistic. It is important to recognize that acoustic figuration is neither visible nor 
                                                
 
47 When I say “Puritan image theory” I am referring specifically to Puritan theologians’ theorizations of 
living versus dead images, an extension of the image theories of the Lollards and Calvin.    
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tangible, yet according to Kibbey’s account of theories of rhetorical figuration, it is 
defined as “material.”  
Art historian, Sally Promey, has recently published an article and book chapter on 
the “material practice” of Puritan meditation and self-examination, especially pertaining 
to early New England gravestone carving but also to portrait painting, diary writing, 
emblematic prints, and bible boxes. The article was the first item published in the journal 
Material Religion.48 Although Promey frames both studies in terms of material 
ambivalence, what we find in these writings is a desire to show that material objects are 
important to a cultural tradition that in her view has been misunderstood as iconophobic 
or anti-materialistic. The basic argument that provides the foundation for many of her 
published studies is that pictures or other kinds of material things are more important to 
iconoclastic cultures—Shakers, Puritans, and so on—than we suspect.  
Promey has been more attentive than any other scholar to mapping the history of 
iconoclasm across time in the study of American art. Her formulations regarding 
Protestant iconoclasm are similar to Kibbey’s notion of “negative devotion.” Rather than 
attending to such negativity for what it is—a negative feeling, a negative conception of 
material images/materiality, Promey mobilizes that negativity to affirm the importance 
(or “power”) of material images or material things. The negativity becomes positivity, a 
kind of “devotion,” authorizing the practice of today’s art or visual culture historian, who 
is most often interested in explaining why material images or objects have been important 
throughout our cultural history.  
                                                
48 Sally M. Promey, “Seeing the Self ‘in Frame’: Early New England Material Practice and Puritan Piety,” 
Material Religion 1:1 (Spring 2005): 10-47; Sally M. Promey, “Mirror Images: Framing the Self in Early 
New England Material Practice,” in Figures in the Carpet: Finding the Human Person in the American 
Past, ed. Wilfred M. McClay (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007), 71-
128. 
 22 
Promey’s views are reminiscent of David Freedberg’s description of iconoclasm 
in The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (1989): “[B]oth 
iconodules and iconoclasts…need images and admit to their power.”49 Indeed, she cites 
Freedberg in framing her first book, Spiritual Spectacles: Vision and Image in Mid-
Nineteenth-Century Shakerism (1993). At the beginning of the second chapter, she writes, 
“Breakers of images, after all, are not so different from lovers of images in one crucial 
sense…Both acknowledge the efficacy of images.”50 This book deals with the 
resurrection of a culture of material image-making in Shakerism between 1839 and 1859. 
As originally formed by “Mother” Ann Lee, the Shakers as a sect were much more 
oppositionally iconoclastic. Promey has made similar comments about love/hate duality 
in subsequent studies of art/images in American Protestantism, including Puritanism.51 I 
mention Promey’s earlier scholarship, as well as Freedberg, because there is a way in 
which this kind of visual culture writing on iconoclasm is related to the problematic of 
                                                
49 Sally M. Promey, Spiritual Spectacles: Vision and Image in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Shakerism 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 223 (Chapter 2, note 2). See David Freedberg, The Power 
of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). It 
is perhaps not a coincidence that Promey and Freedberg researched and wrote these projects 
contemporaneously. 
 
50 Promey, Spiritual Spectacles, 32. 
 
51 In the “Introduction” to The Visual Culture of American Religions, a volume Promey edited together with 
David Morgan, she and Morgan write, “Far from signaling the insignificance of images, iconoclasm is a 
measure of the intensity of feeling and conviction associated with certain kinds of images.” David Morgan 
and Sally M. Promey, “Introduction,” in The Visual Culture of American Religions, ed. David Morgan and 
Sally M. Promey (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 14. And in her essay, “Pictorial 
Ambivalence and American Protestantism,” which constitutes a general theory of material pictures in 
American Protestantism from the colonial period to the present, Promey writes, “Pictorial ambivalence is a 
term that describes the visual imagination, piety, and practice of American Protestantism. I mean the word 
‘ambivalence,’ quite simply, to characterize a set of relations between people and images that manifests, 
variously, both attraction and repulsion, admiration and rejection.” Once again here, she writes of the 
“power of images”: “Pictures have, in fact, been all the more potent for the ambivalence people feel about 
them.” Sally M. Promey, “Pictorial Ambivalence and American Protestantism,” in Crossroads: Art and 
Religion in American Life, ed. Alberta Arthurs and Glenn Wallach (New York: The New Press, 2001), 192-
193. 
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the over-materialization of Puritan culture I have been describing and to which Promey 
has contributed. For Promey pictorial and material ambivalence in Protestantism is 
always a liking of some material images/objects and a disliking of others.   
To be sure, studying Puritan material culture is a very particular case of studying 
material culture. In few circumstances in our analyses of the history of culture could one 
make the argument “material things matter” and have that count as an argument, even a 
provocative one. Yet because Puritans are so often caricatured for their iconoclasm and 
anti-materialism, such an argument becomes, for some writers and readers at least, 
compelling.52 Puritans do like objects, Puritans do like pictures, you have it all wrong, 
they seem to say. They are not anti-materialistic; they’re materialistic in ways that are 
different from how we usually think about materialism. They are differently materialistic. 
They are “negatively devoted,” even positively devoted. While Promey’s focus on 
imagistic “ambivalence” in Protestantism is productive, and, in a sense, accurate—I 
would say that Puritans are ambivalent toward the image and mechanisms of imaging—
the form that ambivalence takes in the studies she has published to date (like some 
material images, dislike others) precludes consideration of more thoroughly anti-material 
theorizations of art and image. 
 Other scholars, prepossessed by material culture methodologies, in addition to 
overlooking evidence of Puritan anti-materialism generally, have misrepresented the 
contents of Puritan literature in order to make claims about the positivity of Puritans 
toward their material culture. Take, for example, the folklorist and material culture 
historian Robert Blair St. George, in his ambitious book, Conversing by Signs: Poetics of 
                                                
52 One of the remarkable things about the reaction of material culture scholars to such caricatures is that the 
reaction is most often directed at obscure or offhanded remarks of persons who are not invested in the study 
of Puritanism. Such persons may include scholars or a not especially clearly defined general public.  
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Implication in Colonial New England Culture (1998). In the volume’s introduction, St. 
George describes Puritan meetinghouses as “‘living’ architecture.” As employed by 
Puritan writers, though, this term never refers to material buildings. Puritans call material 
architecture “dead.” Puritan believers as they make up the social collectivity of the godly 
are “living architecture.” (Promey makes a similar mistake by identifying Puritan 
gravestones with the “lively stones” described in scripture and Puritan literature—the 
term refers to godly people, whom the Puritans often explicitly contrast with material 
stones.53)  
St. George later analyzes architecture-related passages from the writings of 
Cotton Mather, selectively utilizing portions of Mather’s writing to buttress arguments 
concerning the Puritans’ investment in material things and what he calls a “material 
metaphorics.” For instance, he quotes and briefly interprets a passage by Mather on the 
materiality or solidity of heaven. He then concludes, “Cotton Mather no doubt spoke for 
many when he defended not only [heaven’s] existence but also its substantiality.”54 As St. 
George points out, Mather writes in this source that in heaven the saints’ bodies will also 
be material. The passage to which he is referring is an anomaly within Mather’s writings, 
pertaining specifically to his eschatological theorizations.  
In 2010, Michael Clark argued that Mather’s belief in the reliability of material 
signs was a part of his eschatology, and that Mather considered apprehension of material 
signification during everyday life—that is, before the end of the world—to be altogether 
                                                
53 See Promey, “Seeing the Self ‘in Frame’,” and “Mirror Images.” David Watters was the first writer to 
discuss the idea of “living” or “lively” stones in the context of early New England gravestone carving. See 
David H. Watters, “A Priest to the Temple,” in Puritan Gravestone Art II, ed. Peter Benes, 25-36; and 
Watters, “With Bodilie Eyes”: Eschatological Themes in Puritan Literature and Gravestone Art (Ann 
Arbor, Mich.: UMI Research Press, 1981), 89-98. 
 
54 Robert Blair St. George, Conversing by Signs: Poetics of Implication in Colonial New England Culture 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 123. 
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unreliable (even “insignificant”).55 The truth-value of material signs is, for him, thus 
indefinitely delayed. As Clark mentions, Mather even advances a theory of “looking off” 
as the ideal relation of Christians to material signs. Clark writes, “The time of direct 
revelation [i.e. the historical periods described in scripture] having passed, the spiritual 
world to come is accessible to the present only in, or rather as, the destruction of material 
signs.”56 (I will write more about looking off in Chapter 4.) In Conversing by Signs, St. 
George quotes from Mather’s Triparadisus (“The Threefold Paradise”), a late work that 
is, in fact, the key text in his eschatological output.57  
To be sure, some Puritans may have thought about their everyday lives in terms of 
a material sign system that Mather characterizes as proper only to the endtimes. This is 
by no means to dismiss St. George’s work, much of which is excellent, but to suggest that 
with his zealous desire to demonstrate the importance of material things to early New 
Englanders, he takes this textual passage as indicative of the way most Puritans 
approached the “implication” of heaven in the everyday world, when it likely is not, and 
he misreads what Mather is saying because he has plucked this statement out of a large 
body of Mather’s and other Puritans’ writings, most of which are anti-materialistic. If one 
were interested in the bulk of Puritan writing on architecture, one would look at their 
many texts about the theology of edification. St. George examines some of their writings 
on this subject, but only to develop a problematically literalizing reading of a literature 
that is anti-literalist. In a book about metaphorics, St. George fails to explain that there is 
                                                
 
55 Michael P. Clark, “The Eschatology of Signs.”  
 
56 Ibid., 425. 
 
57 See Cotton Mather, The Threefold Paradise of Cotton Mather: An Edition of ‘Triparadisus’, ed. with 
intro. Reiner Smolinski (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995). 
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much evidence that in Puritan New England culture metaphors, including architectural 
metaphors, served to invert materiality (or material literalism).  
With regard to the over-materializing of Puritan thought as it appears in material-
culture-related readings of Puritan literature, I also think of some of the scholarship of 
historian Mark Peterson. Peterson has, for example, problematically employed Cotton 
Mather’s sermon The Bostonian Ebenezer (1698, 1702) in framing what is, in many 
respects, a very good material culture study of communion silver in late seventeenth-
century Boston.58 (Figure 17) Peterson argues that communion silver provided access to 
the image of Christ in a cultural context (i.e. New England Puritanism) in which devices 
of mediation such as painted images of Christ were not available. He also contends that 
desire for communion silver helped foster a more general culture of material consumption 
in early New England.  
Peterson builds on the classic analysis by Max Weber regarding how Calvinist 
religion was critical to the development of capitalism.59 The essay extends arguments 
Peterson pursued in his first book, The Price of Redemption, in which he makes the case 
that prosperity, commercial development, and material resources were crucial to the 
advancement of Puritan religion, rather than at odds with it.60 He deflates the import of 
intention to the extent that the Puritans about whom he is writing would almost have to 
                                                
 
58 Mark A. Peterson, “Puritanism and Refinement in Early New England: Reflections on Communion 
Silver,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser. 58:2 (April 2001): 307-346. 
 
59 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons, intro. Anthony 
Giddens (London: Routledge, 1992). Weber’s book was written in 1904-05 and first published in English in 
1930. 
 
60 Mark A. Peterson, The Price of Redemption: The Spiritual Economy of Puritan New England (Stanford, 
Cal.: Stanford University Press, 1997). Mark Valeri has published related work. See Mark R. Valeri, 
Heavenly Merchandize: How Religion Shaped Commerce in Puritan America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2010).  
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read his scholarship to know that they were thinking what he says they were thinking. In 
the article, Peterson argues that “an object [for Mather] can play a legitimate part in 
expressing the relationship between God and his chosen people, so long as its 
maker…understands the divine meaning that the object commemorates and so long as 
future observers learn how properly to use it.”61 What Peterson has said here, though, is 
misleading. When spoken at the Boston lecture, The Bostonian Ebenezer was more like a 
work of performance art—and when printed more like a work of conceptual art—than it 
is a source evidencing an investment in the mediations of material things or satisfying the 
desires of the analyst of material culture.  
Mather’s sermon details a project to build within Boston an “Ebenezer,” meaning 
“stone of help” in Hebrew—one of the only classes of man-made devotional object 
sanctioned in the Old Testament. Mather describes the reasons for erecting an Ebenezer 
in Boston and the character of the projected monument. As Peterson remarks, Mather’s 
sermon, first spoken and then published, becomes or stands in for a material monument. 
What Peterson misunderstands, however, is that Mather’s sermon does not argue for the 
value of things like stone monuments as sites of mediation between God and people. 
Because the sermon stands in for an Ebenezer, it renders a literal Ebenezer unneeded 
(even unwanted). There is no evidence that a material Ebenezer was ever erected in 
colonial New England, though Mather and other writers described projects for them. 
These ministers had no interest in building a stone Ebenezer; they were interested instead 
in displacing the stone monument by conjuring an idea of it. Although one might argue 
that the highly developed material metaphorics in Puritan literature evinces a suppressed 
commitment to material things, this metaphorics is motivated by and often overtly 
                                                
61 Peterson, “Puritanism and Refinement,” 308. 
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explained in terms of the rejection of material things and material literalness. One cannot 
squarely apply the contents of Puritan literature to the study of their material culture or 
built environment, because the literature is so often at odds with them.  
Mather’s text, although to us it may be clearly a material thing, is conceived by 
him to have an anti-material character that distinguishes it from other kinds of objects. 
This can be difficult to understand if one is approaching the study of such writing from 
the perspective of the material history of texts, which has become very important to 
humanities scholarship.62 Studies like Peterson’s and Promey’s—which are part of a 
trend in writing about “lived religion” or “material practice”—are inattentive to the 
Puritans’ many descriptions of practice as anti-material. Their ideas of “praxis” are all 
about importing the theoretical/immaterial to the earthly/material realm. Practice thus 
defined has a dematerialization function, and this complicates attempts to see practice as 
we might like to see it—as fully material, embodied, and grounded. The scholars I have 
mentioned all emphasize the material remainder over a Puritan commitment to material 
resistance, refusal, or reduction. 
Material culture approaches to the study of Puritanism are determining the 
questions asked and the arguments made by scholars. We should be mindful of the extent 
to which positive claims about the historical importance, relevance, and power of 
                                                
62 Exemplary in this regard is the scholarship of historian Peter Stallybrass on the materiality of texts in 
early modern British culture. See, for example, Margreta de Grazia and Peter Stallybrass, “The Materiality 
of the Shakespearean Text,” Shakespeare Quarterly 44:3 (Autumn 1993): 255-283; and Peter Stallybrass, 
Roger Chartier, J. Franklin Mowery, and Heather Wolfe, “Hamlet’s Tables and the Technologies of 
Writing in Renaissance England,” Shakespeare Quarterly 55:4 (Winter 2004): 379-419. See also Jonathan 
Goldberg, Writing Matter: From the Hands of the English Renaissance (Stanford, Cal.: Stanford University 
Press, 1990); and Juliet Fleming, Graffiti and the Writing Arts of Early Modern England (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). For work in a similar vein addressing Puritan culture, see 
Matthew P. Brown, The Pilgrim and the Bee: Reading Rituals and Book Culture in Early New England 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007). Note that although I am suspicious of the extent to 
which Stallybrass’s, Goldberg’s, Fleming’s, and Brown’s writings erase anti-materialism from early 
modern British culture through their framings/methods, I admire their work in other respects.  
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material things serve to authorize certain scholarly practices or to satisfy certain scholarly 
desires. There are literally millions of pages of writing by Puritan ministers and other 
believers saying that materiality and material things are insignificant. Yet one would 
hardly know this writing exists when reading the scholarship I have described in this 
section of my Introduction. This Puritan anti-materialism is not simply operating as a 
mask for material interestedness. It is part and parcel of Puritan cultural identity, an 
oppositional intellectual, social, and ethical position. It is part of a long cultural history 
that has “contempt for the world” as a defining characteristic.63  
Puritan practical theology offers us a potent theory of the passivity of material 
images and objects. By now the idea that images and/or objects are active or agents is a 
cliché among scholars of material culture and art history.64 How, then, do we process 
evidence that Puritans are theorizing the mereness, bareness, deadness, and emptiness of 
material things? Puritan writers theorize the mereness not only of objects and structures 
they reject outright, but the mereness, too, of the sorts of objects and buildings they own, 
purchase, use, or encounter and that tend to be of interest to scholars of visual and 
material culture and the history of architecture (like portrait paintings and prints, 
gravestones, houses and meetinghouses and their accompanying furnishings).65 Their 
practical theology supplies a discourse that circumscribes the significance of all man-
                                                
 
63 For a classic statement on this subject, see Bernard of Cluny, Scorn for the World: Bernard of Cluny’s 
‘De Contemptu Mundi’, trans. and intro. Ronald E. Pepin (East Lansing, Mich.: Colleagues Press 1991). 
 
64 Writing on the agency of images and objects is abundant. Two especially influential accounts are Alfred 
Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); and W. J. T. Mitchell, 
What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
 
65 For a thought-provoking consideration of pictorial mereness, albeit in a later period, see Alexander 
Nemerov, Chapter 5, “Merely Paint,” in Frederic Remington and Turn-of-the-Century America (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 183-224. On concepts of mereness in modern art and art criticism, 
see Stephen Melville, “Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory, the Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity 
of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in Art and Criticism,” October 19 (Winter 1981): 55-92. 
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made material things. The art of living to God is conceived and explained as a discursive 
circumcision of material signification or material existence. Indeed, circumcision—the 
ritual cutting away of flesh from a newly born individual—is perhaps the most useful 
model for conceiving of what this discourse does. 
We also have to take account of the fact that Puritan anti-formalism—the ongoing 
critique in this cultural tradition of material outwardness—renders the relationship 
between form and truth problematic. Examples of anti-formalist treatises by English 
Puritans include John Preston’s The Deformed Forme of a Formall Profession (1632) and 
Samuel Crook’s magnum opus, Ta Diapheronta (1658).66 (Figures 18 and 19) These 
works are also examples of Puritan art and image theory. Crook’s title as translated from 
the Greek is usually rendered “the things that really matter.” By this he means the 
practical work that constitutes the Christian art of living. Unlike material pictures, which 
are said to have form, the godly Puritan as an artist or living image is distinguished for 
his or her anti-formal form. As form anti-formal form has some kind of outwardness, it 
shows, but as form set against itself it peels away or folds inwardly. It has a fraught 
relationship with embodiment, manifestation, and signification.  
What does this mean for art historians or material culture historians, who tend to 
treat form as reliable proof and formal analysis as a transhistorical tool for understanding 
the history of art and culture? One also has to ask here whether our working notions of 
materiality, form, and formal analysis, are really the same as those of the Puritans. There 
are similarities as well as differences. This research has given me pause and helped me to 
                                                
 
66 John Preston, The Deformed Forme of a Formall Profession (Edinburgh, 1632); and Samuel Crook, Ta 
Diapheronta (London, 1658). For an exccllent consideration of the history of the term “Formalist,” see 
Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 137-140. 
 31 
realize that tools such as formal or material analysis have their histories and intellectual 
genealogies, and that although they do seem potentially useful in studying any historical 
circumstance, subjects sometimes block our application of them, or at least resist their 
easy deployment. In this project I bracket material signification, submitting it to analysis, 
rather than presuming its truth-value.  
To return to the subject of the “power of images,” it is noteworthy that the Puritan 
art of living is defined, in connection with their anti-formalism, as a victory of “power” 
over “form.” Puritan artists and living images are in possession of the power of God. 
Sinners, on the other hand, lack the power of God, and they are derided, like material 
pictures, for their formal mereness. If we are interested in the relation between power and 
images in Puritan culture, it is perhaps to their writing on the art of good practice that we 
should look. Scholars like Promey who claim that iconoclasm shows—whether it means 
to or not—that material images are powerful are missing out on the far more challenging 
formulations about potency in image, art, and architecture found in this type of literature.  
It is worth mentioning that the Puritan distinction between living and dead images 
and living and dead buildings is inherited from the polemical writings of the Lollards.67 
Figure 20 shows an example of late Lollard image theory (the only surviving copy of the 
work in question, in the collections of the Huntington Library), originally printed in 1525 
and reprinted in England during the late sixteenth century. Herein the “ymage of Loue,” a 
synonym for good Christian practice, is contrasted with the “ymage of artyfycers,” which 
is held to be comparatively impotent, “lytl conducynge to pyete and charyte.”68 (Figure 
                                                
67 See Aston, “Lollards and Images.” 
 
68 John Ryckes, The Ymage of Loue (London, 1525), n.p. The later version of the text is entitled The True 
Image of Christian Love (1587). 
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21) This treatise is an English translation of a text composed by a disgruntled Franciscan 
of Greenwich named John Ryckes. The fellow who translated it, John Gough, was an 
evangelical with reformist sympathies.69 
We have to consider that textual discourses like the one I am studying are agents 
every bit as much as other objects are—even if, as with these other objects, it is difficult 
to measure that agency. But maybe one can strike a balance between paying attention to 
materiality without effacing the history of anti-materialism? In some ways maybe one 
can—one can look at how material things, materially-rooted social relations, material 
forms and formats work with and against this anti-materialism. In other ways, I am not so 
sure that materialist approaches square with the study of a topic like this one. Material 
culture methodologies seem to have anti-material deletion built into them; they assert, 
whether overtly or implicitly, that sincere or substantial anti-materialism has never 
existed. Material culture approaches are always going to produce a picture of culture that 
stresses the significance of material things and material relations. Peterson, for example, 
admits that his communion silver essay “exaggerates some aspects [of Puritan religion] 
and diminishes others.”70 One thing it diminishes is Puritan anti-materialism. Conversely, 
it may be that in accounting for anti-materialism we will always underestimate the 
importance of material matters. The study of cultural history today is so materially 
grounded that the term “anti-material culture” seems almost an oxymoron. “Culture” is 
always already and only “material.” Yet I doubt anyone would disagree that there have 
                                                
 
69 For basic information on John Gough and The Ymage of Loue, see Alec Ryrie’s entry on Gough in the 
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70 Peterson, “Puritanism and Refinement,” 310. 
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been people throughout history who have thought, written, said, and/or practiced that 
materiality or material things don’t matter. And that some of these people really meant it. 
It may be finally that my topic pertains primarily to the culture of intellectual or 
ministerial Puritanism—which is above all where we find the most complex and exciting 
thinking about art, architecture, image, form, iconoclasm, and anti-materialism—and only 
secondarily to Puritan culture overall. One could try to write a social history of Puritan 
anti-materialism, but it is very difficult, because anti-materialism’s greatest expressions 
are within extant writing, and as material culture studies often underlines, such textual 
documents are insufficient, even silent, when it comes to the lives of common or socially 
marginalized people. So we have to look at other kinds of things instead.  
But at what other objects do we look when the expression of anti-materialism is 
so text-centered, and when the bulk of Puritan texts were produced by educated male 
ministers?71 Not to mention that social history is so deeply indebted to the arguments of 
historical materialism that it cannot really take anti-materialism as anything other than 
ideological illusionism. Although less explicit evidence exists for the engagement of 
everyday Puritans with the discourse of the art of living, we do have many of their 
meditational diaries. The Puritans were a very literate people, and the art of living was a 
presence in texts both highly popular and deeply theological, as well as writings in 
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between these poles. Puritans lived in a culture in which “how will I be saved?” not “who 
am I?” was the organizing question.72 By not taking Puritan anti-materialism seriously we 
forfeit access to their most remarkable ideas about image, art, and architecture. We know 
now that materiality or material things matter; we should work to write histories of them 
not mattering, too. And in a way that preserves the oppositional potential of the claim, 
without burying it under the weight of our own absolutist faith in material significance. 
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Chapter 2 The Imitation of Christ as Art Work 
 Puritans regularly read Protestantized versions of several important Catholic 
devotional manuals. The most popular of these were English translations of Thomas à 
Kempis’s Imitation of Christ.73 Historian of religion, Charles Hambrick-Stowe, points out 
that “more than 60 editions in at least six translations of this work appeared in English 
before 1640, with 18 more editions before the end of the century.”74 And the literary 
historian, Sacvan Bercovitch, records that The Imitation of Christ was a work that Cotton 
Mather “approved and valued.”75 In his diary Mather would note, “It may of some good 
Consequence for me to read a Chapter in that Book, the last Thing I do, every Night.”76 
In Figure 22 I reproduce the title page of one popular late sixteenth-century English 
edition of the work, edited by the Anglican divine Thomas Rogers. And in Figures 23 
and 24 appear images of the Massachusetts Bay Colony governor (and Puritan) Simon 
Bradstreet’s copy of the text, which survives and is housed in the collections of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society.   
Thomas à Kempis was a late medieval monk (c. 1380-1471), who, although born 
in Kempen near Cologne, spent most of his life in the Netherlands. His Imitation of 
Christ outlines a general program of good Christian practice that, in its content, was non- 
                                                
73 Charles Hambrick-Stowe writes, “Puritans knew and used classic Catholic devotional works. The most 
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74 Ibid., 28 n. 8. 
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or even anti-polemical and therefore productively cut across sectarian divisions in the 
church. Throughout the text he correlates the practice of the imitation of Christ and self-
negation. In Chapters 1 and 2, he writes, “Whoever desires to understand and take delight 
in the words of Christ must strive to conform his whole life to Him…A true 
understanding and humble estimate of oneself is the highest and most valuable of all 
lessons.”77 And in Chapter 11: “If only we were completely dead to self, and free from 
inner conflict, we could savour spiritual things, and win experience of heavenly 
contemplation.”78 In the Imitation of Christ, selfisheness is an idol as much as, if not 
more so than, any external material object. 
A discussion of selfishness-as-idolatry appears in Cotton Mather’s essay, Icono-
clastes (1717). (Figure 25) He writes of selfishness: “There is an Idolatry in our 
Apostasy. Self is now set up in the Throne of GOD. Our Chief Aim now is, to Gratify and 
Aggrandize our Self, without a due Subordination unto GOD.”79 Mather argues, “To 
Consider any thing more than GOD, is to make an Idol of that Thing. ’Tis an Idolatry 
from which we are to flee, if we would not be Confounded, with them who worship 
graven Images.80 Mather warns of the continuing temptations to idolatry in the post-
Reformation era. He cites John 5:21:  
When the Roods in the Churches of England, were pulled down at the 
Reformation, in the Place where they stood, there was ordered this very 
Sentence to be written, Little Children, keep your selves from Idols. Tho’ 
the Return of Roods is no longer to be feared, yet, Oh! yet, you now see, 
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there is Occasion for the Advice, Little Children, keep your selves from 
Idols. Children of God, you see the strange God’s which are to be buried 
under the Oak of Shechem.81 
 
It may be somewhat surprising to find that rood screens were on the mind of Cotton 
Mather—someone born in colonial Boston who would never travel to Europe. Mather 
refers to “Roods,” which were painted and/or sculpted crucifixions mounted upon screens 
separating the chancel from the more public area of late medieval English Catholic 
churches. Virtually no pre-Reformation-era roods survive today. At the Church of St. 
Catherine, in Ludham, Norfolk, there is still in situ a Marian rood (Mary I, or “Bloody 
Mary,” restored Roman Catholicism (and roods) to England during her short reign (1553-
58)). (Figure 26) The art of living to God is an everyday (and non-literal) version of the 
iconoclastic actions of earlier Protestant reformers. The art of living is self-cancelling; it 
tears down self—selfishness here is both “rude” and “rood.”  
In considering the interrelation of the imitation of Christ (as the art of living) and 
iconoclasm in Puritanism, it proves instructive to look at the passage that I quoted in my 
Introduction from Cotton Mather’s A Good Man Making a Good End (1698) in its fuller, 
immediate context. Recall that this is the passage wherein Mather derides “The Images of 
the Lord JESUS CHRIST on the Wall”:  
A CHRISTIAN is one, who Endeavours to Imitate the Example of the 
Lord Jesus Christ, in those Things, wherein He ha’s required our Imitation 
of Him. Indeed, there are Mediatorial performances and preheminencies 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, wherein He is Inimitable. But such was the 
Ordinary Conversation of our Lord Jesus Christ upon Earth, as that He 
could say, in Joh. 13. 15. I have given you an Exemple, that ye should do 
as I have done. The Exemple of our Lord Jesus Christ, is in this Book of 
His, mightily Inculcated on every Christian; yea, our Lord sayes unto us, 
in Luk. 14. 27. Whosoever doth not come after me, cannot be my Disciple; 
which is to say, He cannot be a Christian! The Images of the Lord JESUS 
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CHRIST on the Wall are not Agreeable unto a well instructed Christian. 
But instead of that, the Christian would fain have an Image of the Lord 
Jesus Christ in the Dispositions of his own Heart & Life. The Christian 
layes up his chief Happiness, in being made like unto the Lord Jesus 
Christ; and he dayly aspires to be changed into that Image, from Glory to 
Glory. What is a Christian? Briefly; He is a Christ like man; and one, 
who, as He that hath called him is Holy, so, would be Holy in all manner 
of Conversation…if men dislike every Thing, that is contrary to what 
might in the Walk of Christ be met withal, Why, These are your 
Christians. What sayes the Apostle, in 1 Joh. 2. 6. He that saith, he 
abideth in Christ, (or, is a Christian,) ought himself also to Walk, so as He 
Walked. Alas, Tis not a Recitation of a Creed, but an Imitation of a Christ, 
that will make a Christian.82 
 
Mather’s integration of allusions to both “Happiness” and the “Walk of Christ” is 
significant. As I proceed in this chapter I will address the art of living as “the art of 
happiness” and “the art of walking.”   
In his “Christographia,” a manuscript held at the Beinecke Library at Yale, the 
Puritan minister and poet of Westfield, Massachusetts, Edward Taylor, makes numerous 
comments concerning the importance of the imitation of Christ—indeed, on the imitation 
of Christ as a necessary condition of self-fulfillment or self-realization. (Figure 27) In the 
first sermon he writes, 
We were made, and formed with an Imitating Principle in our Nature, 
which cannot be Suffocated, or Stifled, but will act in Imitating Some 
Example; God to prevent us from taking wrong Patterns to follow, hath 
presented us with a perfect Pattern of right practice in our own nature in 
Christ, which is most Examplary, being a most Exact Coppy, written by 
the Deity of the Son of God, with the Pen of the Humanity, on the milk 
white Sheet of an Holy Life. Hence our Imitation of him is His due, and 
our Duty, and to leave this Pattern, is to dishonour him, deform our Lives, 
to Deviate from our Pattern, and to Disgrace our Selves.83 (Figure 28) 
 
                                                
82 Cotton Mather, A Good Man Making a Good End, 81-83. 
83 Edward Taylor, Edward Taylor’s Christographia, ed. Norman S. Grabo (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1962), 34.  
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Conformity to the Christic model is everything here. As Taylor states, “to Deviate from 
our Pattern” would be “to deform our Lives” and “to Disgrace our Selves.” In the third 
sermon Taylor takes up a similar argument: 
[W]ilt thou leave this so perfect and divine a Copy? dost thou run to other 
courses? and follow other things and such that this Example leads thee 
from? This is the best Example that can be: it is a Coppy written by the 
pen of perfect Manhood, in the Unerring hand of Godhead, in Christ and 
wilt thou not endeavour to Write by this Coppy? Consider what thou 
dost.84  
 
And in the fifth sermon Taylor writes, 
For he that would indeed have the best Copy to write after must take 
Christs life, for an Example. Here is no blot, nor blux in it, no trip, nor 
Stumble, no fret nor gaule in this Web…This Obedience is ever highest in 
the Ascendent, and so is most compleate, and perfect, and so the most 
perfect Coppy to write after. O let us then write after this Coppy. Coppy 
out this life by ours, and then as this was rightly called the life of God: so 
will ours indeed by transcribing out this in it be also the life of God.85  
 
Taylor insists on conformity, rather than differentiation, as the primary measure of self. 
To be like others who are godly, whether Christ, persons described in the Bible, or the 
men, women, and children in one’s congregation, was to live artfully. The perfected self 
was empty of self—and at the same time full of the Christic other. Taylor employs textual 
transcription (“writing after”) as a vehicle for explaining the imitation of Christ; one sees 
this throughout Puritan literature.  
 Godly persons and events from the Old Testament were “types” of Christ, who 
was—according to a complex conception of prophecy known as “typology”—the 
“antitype” for all those who were godly. Thus the Hebrew judge Gideon, who was known 
for his zeal in feretting out idolatry—and whose name, incidentally, is from the Hebrew 
                                                
 
84 Ibid., 102. 
 
85 Ibid., 167-168.  
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for “Destroyer” or “Feller (of trees)”—became, through typological arrangement, a type 
of Christ. In a 1714 election sermon devoted to the theme of “practical godliness,” 
Samuel Whitman, Puritan pastor of Farmington, Connecticut, writes of the art of living: 
“Then we shall Preach to our Hearers, not only from our Pulpits, but by our 
Conversations. Not be like the Statue of Mercury, that pointed the Way to others, but 
stood still itself: But like Gideon, who said to his followers, Look on me, and do 
likewise; as I do, so do ye, Judg. 7. 17.”86 (Figure 29) 
 Whitman compares and contrasts a particular incarnation of Mercury—namely, 
Mercury at the Crossroads—with Gideon’s iconoclastic example. Images of Mercury at 
the Crossroads appeared regularly in early modern emblem books.87 (e.g. Figure 30) In 
these emblems, a statue of Mercury is usually positioned on a pile of rocks, and this pile 
is sometimes interpreted as his tomb. Like Hercules at the Crossroads, a statue of 
Mercury directs the viewer as to the right (i.e. morally right) way to go.88 In some 
emblems the statue points to what is quite conspicuously a “middle road,” emblematic of 
Aristotle’s conception of “the mean” as expounded in his Nicomachean Ethics.89 It is 
                                                
 
86 Samuel Whitman, Practical Godliness the Way to Prosperity (New-London, Conn., 1714), 41. 
 
87 The standard essay on Mercury at the Crossroads is Barbara C. Bowen, “Mercury at the Crossroads in 
Renaissance Emblems,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 48 (1985): 222-229. 
 
88 The key study of Hercules at the Crossraods remains Erwin Panofsky, Hercules am Scheidewege und 
Andere Antike Bildstoffe in der Neueren Kunst, Studien der Bibliothek Warburg 18 (Leipzig, Germany: B. 
G. Teubner, 1930). 
 
89 In Book II of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes, “Excellence, then, is a kind of intermediacy, in 
so far as it is effective at hitting upon what is intermediate. Again, there are many ways of going astray (for 
the bad belongs to what is unlimited—as the Pythagoreans used to say by analogy—the good to what is 
limited), whereas there is only one way of getting it right.” The image best representing virtue for Aristotle 
is the straight line: “for single and straight is the road of the good; the bad go bad every which way.” 
Aristotle concludes, “Hence excellence, in terms of its essence, and the definition that states what it is for 
excellence to be, is intermediacy, but in terms of what is best, and good practice, it is extremity.” Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, 117:1106b27-33, 117:1106b35, and 117:1107a6-9.  
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significant that Whitman chooses this particular type of directive statue to compare and 
contrast with Gideon as imitable. Mercury was not only the Roman god of travel and 
boundaries, but also a model in the early modern period for alchemical theorizations of 
art (especially painting) and for the artist as a mediator of heaven and earth.90 Mercury 
was also the “patron of rhetoric,” one of the liberal arts, and Mercury at the Crossroads is 
sometimes captioned and/or explained as an emblem of “Art helping Nature.”91 All of 
this made him appealing as a subject through which to think about the art of living to 
God. Whitman proposes Gideon (instead) as a model artist; he is a scripturally sanctioned 
non-pagan mediator and an iconoclastic displacement of Mercury at the Crossroads. 
The Bible was the “pattern book” for the Puritan self. To conform to the virtuous 
examples contained in its pages—such as that of (the proto-iconoclast) Gideon—was to 
work toward perfecting oneself. One could measure progress only with respect to the 
model. The New Testament is the “living portrait of Christ,” and ministers recommend it 
as a model for the enactment of living imagistic good action. As John A. Alford has 
shown, this idea of self-measurement, the “scriptural self,” attained prominence during 
the Middle Ages: “Through assimilation to a biblical exemplar, one could learn properly 
to think, to feel, actually to achieve a self.”92 He argues that in the Middle Ages 
(generally) “to conform to a pattern” was “to be somebody,” whereas “not to conform 
[was] to be nobody.”93 The idea of the Bible as pattern book remained important to the 
                                                
 
90 David Bjelajac’s current work on Mercury/mercurial pigmentation and early American painting has 
helped me in thinking about this passage in Whitman. 
 
91 Bowen, “Mercury at the Crossroads,” 225. 
 
92 John A. Alford, “The Scriptural Self,” in The Bible in the Middle Ages: Its Influence on Literature and 
Art, ed. Bernard S. Levy (Binghamton, NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1992), 20.  
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cultures of post-Reformation England and early New England, as well. And the imitation 
of Christ was a model of devotion or selfhood central to early modern Protestantism, 
including Puritanism.94 The Puritan conceptualization of an art of living centers on a 
Puritan version of the imitatio Christi.  
 
The Art of Happiness 
In a famous quip denigrating Puritanism, the American literary critic H. L. 
Mencken characterized the cultural milieu as “[t]he haunting fear that someone, 
somewhere, may be happy.”95 Mencken’s remark concisely captures the belief, still 
widespread, that Puritans were a miserable lot, afraid that a desire for happiness went 
hand in hand with a life of sin. Yet Puritan theologians were preoccupied with happiness, 
particularly as it related to their theorization of the art of living to God. In this section I 
utilize Francis Rous’s The Arte of Happines (1619) to open up a discussion of the 
interconnection of the art of living and happiness in Puritanism. (Figure 31) As I 
proceed, I look at other writings on practical religion and happy living by English and 
American Puritan authors. These texts, dating from the early seventeenth through the 
early eighteenth century, expand on and help to clarify Rous’s publication. I show how 
learned Puritans’ ideas about happiness are a crucial part of their theology of technical 
action. Artful Puritans were lively pictures of Christian happiness; happiness was their 
end, or art object. 
                                                                                                                                            
93 Ibid., 2. On this medieval model of selfhood, see also Brigitte Miriam Bedos-Rezak, When Ego Was 
Imago: Signs of Identity in the Middle Ages (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2011). 
 
94 For an informative account of the imitatio Christi in early modern England, see Nandra L. Perry, 
“Imitatio Christi: Models for Christian Living in Early Modern England” (Ph.D. diss., University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2003).  
 
95 H. L. Mencken, A Mencken Chrestomathy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949), 624. 
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That Puritan practical theology defines the art object as a specific form of 
happiness, not as a material thing produced or existing within the earthly world, can seem 
peculiar from the perspective of art history. In contemporary art historical practice 
scholars frequently speak or write about “the object,” or “object-centered” scholarship, 
and common to these discussions is the presumption that art objects are tangible entities, 
like paintings or other types of pictures, sculptures, or examples of material culture, 
created in historical time and by human agents. As the performance studies scholar, 
Diana Taylor, has shown, “intangible cultural heritage” is—or should be—as important 
to the historian of culture as tangible cultural heritage.96 
In the later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the artists involved in 
performance and conceptual art practices have shown that “art” or a “work of art” need 
not be an object in the sense that most art historians continue to tend to think about it—it 
need not be an object, and it need not produce an object, or its object could be something 
much more abstract: an idea, an event, a mental or emotional state, a desired outcome, a 
process, a practice, an intervention, etc. The notion that art is a means (or medium), 
which may or may not result in the manufacture of an “object” in the way art historians 
normally conceive of it—is also prevalent in the early modern period, and early modern 
ideas about art as a means, including the Puritans’, may be profitably compared with 
more recent practices of performance or conceptual art. 
To date the richest considerations of the relation of happiness to practice (or to 
conceptions of an “art of living”) have originated in fields like ethics, moral philosophy, 
and theology—from the ancient writings of Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Seneca, to the 
                                                
96 See Diana Taylor, “Performance and Intangible Cultural Heritage,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Performance Studies, ed. Tracy C. Davis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 91-104. 
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works of Catholic theologians such as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, and beyond.97 
These thinkers considered how moral or religious belief and behavior are related to 
happiness, and aspects of their writings deeply influenced early modern thinkers and 
authors, including the Puritans. Some contemporary scholars working in other fields have 
published fine studies about religious practice and/as the art of happiness—I think, for 
instance, of Kevin Laam who has looked at the culture of early modern England from the 
perspectives of literary and religious history, and of Ellen Charry who writes more 
generally and from the perspective of theology.98 But this subject remains largely 
unexamined by art historians.99 
To begin with Rous—who was a religious writer and a politician who lived 
between 1580/81 and 1659. As a young man he composed a number of what are now 
called mystical writings, including his treatise on the art of happiness.100 The Arte of 
Happines is 506 pages long, but a small volume, printed in duodecimo, first in 1619 and 
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98 See Kevin P. Laam, “Borrowed Heaven: Early Modern Devotion and the Art of Happiness” (Ph.D. diss., 
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then reissued in 1631. Early in the treatise, Rous characterizes the power of God, which 
gives spiritual life to Christians, as incommensurable with materiality. He writes, 
“Surely, Power is then most pure & absolute, when it is least clogged with weight; and 
massines doth lode it, rather then increase it.”101 The English Puritan minister, Thomas 
Goodwin, of the same generation as Rous, also emphasizes the difference between the 
characteristics or experience of material things and the glorious practice of the art of 
happiness. In The Happinesse of the Saints in Glory (1638), Goodwin writes, “First of all 
to know this great glory, let us compare it with all other things, with all the goods the 
creature can afford, with all the things here below, which our hearts dote so much upon, 
as pleasures, honours, riches, beauty &c. they are not to be compared to it, it transcends 
all the glory of this world, all the good things wee are capeable of.”102 (Figure 32) 
Likewise, in his 1680 treatise The Soveraign and Final Happiness of Man (Figure 
33), the English Puritan divine, William Bates, calls attention to the limitations of 
material metaphors (e.g. the value of riches or the beauty of well-crafted material objects) 
in describing the qualities or behaviors of the blessed: “But the reality of this Blessedness 
infinitely exceeds all those faint Metaphors. Heaven is lessened by Comparisons [with] 
earthly things.”103 Despite these claims, Puritan writers often explain what saintliness and 
heaven are like through material metaphors. This metaphorics is motivated by and even 
overtly explicated, however, in terms of the rejection of mere earthly things and material 
literalness.  
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102 Thomas Goodwin, The Happinesse of the Saints in Glory (London, 1638), 4. 
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 As is typical in the image-related writings of Puritan practical divinity, Rous notes 
that prelapsarian man (that is, Adam before the Fall) resembled God:  
And now euen at the first beginning, God did make man know both what 
was the basenesse of man, and what was the happines of man: hee shewed 
man that his seruice was the businesse of man, yea, hee shewed him how 
he would bee serued. For God planted in man a reasonable soule, in which 
was written an Image & counter-pawne of the Deitie, although not equall 
in degrees, yet like in resemblance.104  
 
He goes on to describe the results of Adam eating the apple from the tree of knowledge, 
through which he effectively converted that plant into the “Tree of death”: “[T]his new 
fruit will teach Man to know good and euill, after a new fashion. For from the venom 
thereof there issueth a blind lust & concupiscence, which blotteth out the Image of God in 
the soule, by which we once looked vnto God.”105 Rous remarks that the practice of 
living to God has been woefully depleted after this fall from grace:  
And as in this, so in Mans whole course doth this erroneous knowledge 
preuaile; and no maruaile; for the body was first guided by the soule, and 
the soule by the Image of God, yea by God himselfe: But now this lustfull 
knowledge guideth the bodie, and the bodie, for the most part, tuneth and 
guideth the soule. Thus the Image of God, in Man, is reuersed and 
defaced. Hee answereth not, hee looketh not any longer to God; hee 
neither loueth him, neither is loued of him. Man is become a stranger to 
God, & God to Man…106 
 
 According to Rous, earthly existence and “worldly obiects” block Christian 
happiness; they are traps from which postlapsarian people on their own, minus the 
animating power of God, cannot free themselves.107 Referring to the competition of 
illusionary painting between the Greek artists Zeuxis and Parrhasius, described in Pliny’s 
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Natural History, Bates compares those who would “seek for Happiness” in the pursuit of 
worldly objects to persons who have been “deceived with painted Grapes for the Fruits of 
Paradise.”108 In Puritan literature the actions of sinners and Satan are compared to both 
making and being tricked by trompe l’oeil paintings.109 Throughout his text, Bates 
underlines that the truly substantial “Object,” the end of human existence, is the pursuit 
of God’s or Christ’s image and, together therewith, supernatural happiness. Compare this 
to Rous, who calls Christ “the obiect of faith.”110 And, citing Genesis chapter 17, Thomas 
Goodwin argues that God is the “object,” “matter,” and “materiall cause” “of our 
happinesse.”111  
The belief that the deity and happiness are the only true material things was long 
lasting in Puritan culture. We find writers in the Puritan tradition referring to God and 
happiness thus well into the eighteenth century. In his “Miscellanies” (1722), the New 
England divine Jonathan Edwards writes of “Spiritual Happiness” “that no matter is 
substance but only God, who is a spirit, and that other spirits are more substantial than 
matter; so also it is true, that no happiness is solid and substantial but spiritual happiness, 
although it may seem that sensual pleasures are most real and spiritual only 
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imaginary...”112 (Figure 34) What we think of as the literal, material world and its objects 
are said here to be illusions, and heavenly space—created via material metaphors—is the 
space of the real. God and Christ (and their images) and happiness are all anti-object 
objects; in the parlance of legal proceedings, they “object.” Indeed, the verb “to object” is 
among the most important of all verbs for understanding Puritan art and image theory. It 
means “to throw before,” as well as “to dissent” or “to disapprove.”113 And it is 
grammatically an objectless verb—thus an instantiation of object at odds with objects.    
 At the beginning of the fourth chapter of the first part of The Arte of Happines, 
Rous relates,  
It hath appeared, how Man exchanged that which was his true felicitie, but 
seemed not to be so, for that which seemed to bee true felicitie, but was 
indeed true misery. Now let vs see againe, how he can exchange his 
miserie for felicitie, or rather, how God doth it for him. For God-in-Man, 
our blessed Restorer, hath done all things that may bee required, for 
exchanging wretchednesse into blessednes, and whatsoeuer God hath 
done, is most fit, yea necessarie for such an exchange.114  
 
But how is this “exchange” to be accomplished by Christians? Rous describes human 
happiness in relation to the image of God as it originally appeared in/on Adam, which 
Christians work to recover by art:  
Man being thus created; with his duetie and happinesse written in him, and 
set before him; his businesse was by walking in the duetie, to walke 
toward the happines. To do this, he was to looke vnto God as the rule of 
his obedience (of whom also that little Image, which hee carried about 
him, was a representation) and vpon the same God as the consummation 
of his felicitie. In summe, he was to walke with God vnto God; and hauing 
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pleased God in this world, he was to enjoy the pleasures at the right hand 
of God in the world aboue.115  
 
Like someone carrying a coin in his pocket bearing a ruler’s image, or wearing a portrait 
miniature picturing a loved one, the artful Christian has God’s image “about him.” 
 Compare this to Cotton Mather, who in a 1702 sermon dedicated to the newly 
appointed governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Joseph Dudley, and entitled The 
Pourtraiture of a Good Man, Drawn with the Pencils of the Sanctuary, writes,  
He that would be a Good Man, must walk as the Lord Jesus Christ 
walked; and be minded according to the the mind of the Lord Jesus Christ; 
and be able to say with him, Psal. 16. 8. I have set the Lord always before 
me. There was a Prince of Bohemia, who had a very admirable Father, and 
therefore he always carried the Picture of his Father about him, which he 
would often take out, and look on, and say, Let me never do any thing 
unworthy the Son of such a Father. I am sure, we have an amiable 
Saviour; and we have the Picture of our Saviour in His Gospel; Now a 
Good man will often view it, and say, Oh let me do nothing that shall be 
disagreeable to the Pattern of such a Saviour.116 (Figure 35) 
 
Mather also uses this passage, slightly altered, in his Christianity to the Life (1702), 
further emphasizing that the movement toward the Bible (even the Bible-as-image) is a 
movement away from material pictures:  
There was a King of Bohemia, who had a very Exemplary Father; and 
therefore he alwayes carried his Fathers Picture about him, which he 
would often Take out, and Look on, and say, Let me never do any thing 
unworthy the Son of such a Father! Christian, I am sure, thou hast an 
Exemplary Saviour; and in the Bible thou hast thy Saviours Picture before 
thee : [Tis a Popish and Sinful Folly to have it otherwise, as too many of 
our people have it hanging on the walls of their Houses : ].117 (Figure 36) 
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Mather’s assertion that “many of our people” have pictures of Christ hanging in their 
houses is significant. Although little textual evidence has been produced to demonstrate 
that images of Christ were displayed in New England Puritan homes, Tessa Watt has 
shown that many early modern English Protestants hung painted cloths and pasted 
devotional prints or broadsides on their walls.118 
Christ—the so-called second Adam—was a perfect image of God, and the 
imitation of Christ was the primary framework for understanding the art of living in 
Puritanism. Alluding to the imitatio Christi, Rous declares, “[L]et vs fasten our steps in 
this path chalked out by the Spirit, for the Spirit will both defend vs in this way, and at 
last bring vs to the wayes end, which is eternall felicitie.”119 Similarly, Ralph Venning, in 
The Way to True Happinesse, writes that Christ “chalked out the way wherein [men] are 
to walk, that they may be happy.”120 In structuring his sermon, recall that Venning 
queries, “What shall we do that we may work the Work of God?”121 The key, he says, is 
the art of living to God: “[T]he life of Religion lies in living it, in bringing the whole 
(inward and outward) man to the obedience of God; Godlinesse is God-likenesse.”122  
 In his 1621 tract entitled The Happinesse of Practice, the Ipswich (i.e. Ipswich, 
England) divine Samuel Ward composes an exegesis on John 13:17 which reads, “These 
things if you know, happy are you if you doe them.” (Figure 37) Ward places practice—
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that is, acting, doing, sincerely and religiously exercising—all above and, in some ways, 
against, knowing. Knowing (also called “Theory” in this text) is significant, but only to 
the extent that it informs the practice of artful Christian living.123 “The Art of doing,” he 
writes, “is that which requires study, strength and diuine assistance.”124 “I wish Christians 
would set their prizes, & spend their studies, eue[r] about the art of doing.”125 “Doe that 
which you know you should doe,” Ward adds, and as an example he points to how 
hearers ought to behave after listening to a sermon: “[A]fter draw it out into action. So do 
such as learne Musike, or writing, they play ouer their Lesson, write after the Coppy.”126 
References to “drawing out into action” appear in many Puritan writings, and it is fair to 
say that the authors under consideration here developed an ideal of practice-as-drawing, 
whereby living imagistic action (we might even call this Puritan “life drawing”) answers 
the model image (i.e. of God or Christ). As Bates, however, acknowledges in The 
Soveraign and Final Happiness of Man, this type of good practical and happy Christian 
drawing is not easy: “Storms and Darkness are more easily drawn by [the sinning, and 
therefore sad, Christian’s] Pencil, than [is] a calm bright Day.”127  
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and Culture, 2011). 
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 The relation of happiness to calm, or contentment, becomes stronger in this 
literature as time goes by.128 One of the most thorough and interesting considerations of 
the interdependency of the art of good practice and calm in Puritanism is Thomas 
Watson’s Autarkeia, or the Art of Divine Contentment (1653). (Figure 38) Autarkeia is 
translated from the Greek as “contentment,” “sufficiency,” or “nonattachment.” Watson 
explains what it is to be “contented upon God in the deficiency of outward comforts.”129 
He writes,  
I have gotten the divine Art, I have the knack of it; God must make us 
right Artists. If we should put some men to an Art that they were not 
skill’d in, how unfit would they be for it; put an husband-man to limning, 
or drawing pictures, what strange work would he make? this is out of his 
sphere. Take a limner that is exact in laying of colours, and put him to 
plough, or set him to planting and graffing of trees, this is not his Art, he is 
not skill’d in it: Bid a naturall [which is to say, a sinning] man live by 
faith, and when all things go crosse, be contented; you bid him do that he 
hath no skill in…130  
 
That Watson relies on allusions not only to painting and drawing but also to the art of 
husbandry (e.g. planting and grafting) is important. We will see, moving forward, that a 
wide variety of period art forms supplied models for thinking about what the art of living 
is and is not.  
 Like other Puritan authors, Rous terms the bond of love tying God to human 
beings a “knot.” Good, happy Christians are “knit” by a “knot” to God. Rous writes, 
“Being knit vnto happinesse by the knot of a most high and blessed Vnion, wrought by 
                                                
 
128 For an extended consideration of how literature on the art of happiness changed throughout the early 
modern period in England, see Laam, “Borrowed Heaven.” 
 
129 Thomas Watson, Autarkeia, or the Art of Divine Contentment (London, 1653), 31.  
 
130 Ibid. Allan Kaprow’s reflections on the rightness of living, though ultimately different than those of 
Puritan theologians, have been helpful to me. See Allan Kaprow, “Right Living (1987),” in Essays on the 
Blurring of Art and Life, 223-225. 
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that Faith in Christ, which surrenders vs vp to the sanctification of the Spirit, what 
remaynes but that we striue to preserue and increase our selues therein?”131 In the 
literature that constitutes Puritan art and image theory, the image of God or Christ as it 
exists upon (or within) artful Christians is said to be restricted in its visibility. “We now 
see as it were the rough part,” writes Bates, “and Knots of that curious Embroidery: but 
then [which is to say, in Heaven] the whole Work shall be unfolded, the sweetness of the 
Colours, and proportion of the Figures appear.”132 So the knitting of God or Christ to 
believers is likewise a knotting (a “not”-ing) of their showing of the image of God or 
Christ. As when a piece of string is knotted, the body of the string cannot be fully seen, 
since it twists and turns and ducks and hides. And, as with a knotted item, which is tense, 
the image of God in man, or happiness as the object of godly practice, exists always in 
tension with earthly images and objects, which may likewise be housed in the sinner as 
idols.133 In Bates there is an echo of Seneca, who in his “On the Happy Life” had written: 
“Let us seek something that is a good in more than appearance—something that is solid, 
constant, and more beautiful in its more hidden part.”134  
 Rous states that the art of happiness should include attending services (or hearing 
the Word), participation in the sacraments (which the Puritans had reduced to baptism 
and communion), prayer, and meditation. But for Rous, as for other theorists of the art of 
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living in Puritanism, this art must pervade a godly Christian’s everyday actions and 
conduct. After describing the value of private meditation Rous writes,  
To this large and waightie kinde of Meditation, which asketh both length 
and strength of Intention, and requires the soule to be at leisure for it, wee 
may adde a lesser and a shorter sort, as it were in a portable and manuall 
forme to carry stil about vs for our continuall vse, to which wee may haue 
continuall recourse, amidst the continual distractions of this troublesome 
and toylesome life. This is to be stil in the hand of a Christian, as a Leuell 
in the hand of a Builder, that he may square out his actions & 
conuersations rightly thereby.135 
 
While Rous points to the art of building and its tools to clarify what it means to 
live well, Puritan divines characterize the “portable and manuall” art of living in terms of 
other practices, as well. In his Navigation Spiritualiz’d, or, A New Compass for Seaman 
(first published 1677), the English Puritan, John Flavel (variously of Dartmouth, 
Devonshire, and London), writes of godly living in relation to the art of navigation. 
(Figure 39) In his introductory epistle, addressed “To every Sea-man Sailing 
Heavenward,” Flavel comments,  
The Art of Natural Navigation is a very great mystery; but the Art of 
Spiritual Navigation is by much a greater mystery. Humane wisdom may 
teach us to carry a ship to the Indies; but the Wisdom only that is from 
above can teach us to steer our course aright to the Haven of Happiness. 
This Art is purely of Divine Revelation. The truth is, Divinity (the Doctrine 
of living to God) is nothing else, but the Art of Soul-Navigation, revealed 
from Heaven.136  
 
                                                
 
135 Rous, Arte of Happines, 378-379. 
 
136 John Flavel, Navigation Spiritualiz’d: Or, A New Compass for Seamen…, 4th ed. (London, 1698), “An 
Epistle to Seamen, &c.,” n.p. 
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He asserts that “the teachings of the Spirit, and of the anointing that is from above” can 
“make Souls Artists in sailing Heavenward…steering rightly and safely to the Port of 
Happiness.”137  
Flavel describes his book as a compass, and at least one edition of the work (the 
4th, London, 1698, from which I am quoting) incorporates a large foldout bearing a sort 
of moral or spiritual compass. (Figure 40) At its center appear biblical verses from 
Psalms, Matthew, and 1 Timothy, from which radiates a compass rose pointing in every 
direction and composed of thirty-two quotations from Flavel’s own work and their 
accompanying page numbers. Flavel’s foldout comprises a witty play on scripture as 
pivot and on the author’s own work as compass-needle-like in its indexicality. At the top 
of the page a fleur-de-lis (literally “lily flower” in French) points upward, or toward God, 
and this can be read as a composite symbolization of the word “godlily,” an adverb 
common in the literature of Puritan practical religion, which is often used to describe how 
an artful Christian lives.138 Recall, too, the anti-materialist associations of the lily in 
scripture, especially in Matthew 6:28-29: “Consider the lilies of the field, how they 
grow…And yet I say unto you, That even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like 
one of these.” For Flavel, as for the other Puritans about whom I have written here, art is 
a means, not an end. The end, the object, their new haven, is happiness. If unintentional, 
it is curious that Flavel’s compass resembles a roulette wheel. In a Calvinist culture 
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the manner of doing it…” Venning, Way to True Happinesse, 42. By the seventeenth century, lilies had 
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wherein the doctrine of election complicated understandings of the relationship of human 
action to salvation, the art of spiritual navigation could seem just as much a game of luck.    
In Puritan practical theology, the art of good practice is strongly allied to the 
preservation or perpetuation of life—as in the art of building, which supplies shelter, and 
in the art of navigation, which promises safe passage to persons traveling over great 
distances, through perilous storms, or across uncharted or unfamiliar territory. There is 
also the art of physick to consider. Rous writes about the “spirituall phisicke” and 
curative (or even curatorial) character of Christ’s work within sinners:  
Christ is the Phisician of our soules, and to be cured by him, we must 
deale with him as with a Phisician. Now to be cured by a Phisician, it is 
not inough only to beleeue that the Phisician can cure vs, nor that hee will 
cure vs, but this confidence in the Phisician must worke in vs a 
willingnesse and resolution, to take and admit his receits by which he may 
cure vs. Euen so it is betweene Christ and our sicke soules; it is not inough 
barely to think that Christ can cure vs, or that hee will cure vs, but our 
beliefe must open the mouth of our soules, to receiue his medicines giuen 
vs in the Cup of saluation.139 
  
Elsewhere in this literature, Christ-as-doctor/curator is also Christ-as-artist. Witness 
Bates, who writes, “A Physician endeavours to recover his Patient to sound and perfect 
Health, that being the End to his Art.”140 It is through God’s or Christ’s art that Christians 
themselves may become happy, and healthy, living images. 
Toward the conclusion of his treatise, Rous underlines that happiness ultimately 
depends upon kenosis, or the self-emptying, of Christians. He writes,  
                                                
 
139 Rous, Arte of Happines, 223-224. Compare this to Isaac Ambrose: “If we would have the Spirit, then let 
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[L]et vs striue for a practicall skill of this profitable humilitie; that by not 
louing our selues, wee may loue our soules best; & by the greatest 
emptinesse, we may purchase the most true & happy fulnesse. To this end 
let vs euer be pricking the tumours of our nature, that we die not of a 
spirituall Timpany. Let vs striue to make our selues nothing, that hee 
which made all things of nothing, may make some-thing of vs.141  
 
Rous implies that one’s happiness, or salvation, requires imitation of, even possession by 
Christ-as-doctor (who is also, remember, Christ-as-curator and Christ-as-artist).  
In a 1691 discourse detailing “the Character and Happiness Of a Vertuous 
Woman,” Cotton Mather critiques outward religion, religion that having form but no 
power constitutes unhappiness. (Figure 41) He writes of kenosis: “Mind what most 
Magnifies Christ; and Nullifies Man, and Recommends Practical Godliness…”142 
Mather advises his readers, “HAVING obtained the, Fear of God, it should be your 
Ambition to be continually Exercising of it. You are thus advised in Prov. 23. 17. Be thou 
in the Fear of the Lord, all the day long. Let your whole walk every Day, be a, Walk with 
God; and let every Action in the Day, be so done in the, Fear of God, as that, Holiness to 
the Lord, may be written thereupon.”143 As with many of the texts I have quoted in this 
section—and in this case by interpreting Proverbs 31:30, a gender-specific (and gender-
biased) passage about the virtue of womanly fearfulness—Mather couples his idea of the 
happiness of practice to the feeling of the fear of God.  
To be sure, Puritanism was a patriarchal culture, but with regard to the 
theorization of happiness vis-à-vis fear, believers male and female were on more or less 
equal footing. According to Puritan writers, including Mather, it is only through fear that 
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one can find happiness. Thus, contra Mencken, Puritans were not frightened that 
“someone, somewhere, may be happy.” For the Puritans about whom I have been writing, 
the fear of God is felicity and vice-versa. It is difficult for most of today (as, clearly, it 
was for Mencken) to understand or to accept this concept, since we tend to regard fear 
and happiness as incompatible. At the end of his tract, Mather integrates textual portraits 
of the virtuous maid, wife, mother, and widow, noting, “Let there be set before you, the 
pourtraiture of, A Vertuous Woman, in each of those Four States; and let it be your study 
to answer that portraiture by, The Fear of God, in all.”144 Artful Puritans are ornamented 
by good works, felix in the fear of God.  
 
Shining (after Copernicus) 
If the idea that Puritan theologians were interested in both art and happiness 
comes as a surprise, it may also be surprising to find that they, rather than being wedded 
to darkness, as they are stereotyped, are very much concerned with sunshine and starlight. 
The idea that as living images godly persons shine appears regularly in Puritan literature. 
Puritan saints are described as shining, bright, sparkling, glittering, radiant, and lustrous, 
all of which are properties akin to those of heavenly bodies, such as the sun or the other 
stars. In this section I consider how both ancient and modern astronomical models shaped 
the theorization of the imitation of Christ and thus the art of living in Puritanism. How, 
for example, did a waxing belief in Copernican heliocentrism contribute to the Puritans’ 
art and image theories?  
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To begin to answer this question, I would like to quote from two texts: first, from 
Cotton Mather’s Christianus per Ignem. (Figure 42) Published in 1702, this essay 
constitutes a two-hundred-page meditation on a fireplace in wintertime. In “Meditation 
III,” Mather reflects “On the Light cast by the Fire upon the Objects about it.” This is an 
excerpt from that section: 
ALL the Objects here capable of having direct Rays from the Fire shot 
upon them, how Lightsome are they? All clothed with Garments of Light! 
The side of the Chimney, the Wall of the Chamber, the Iron Back, the 
Brazen Tongs, and their Fellow-Servants, are now distinguished with an 
agreeable Brightness. They entertain the Beams of Light, which the Fire 
darts upon them, and by entertaining thereof, they have a particular 
Brightness, and Beauty upon them.  
When I see the Reflection of the Light, on the Objects about the 
Fire, methinks, I am furnished, with Light enough, to make a Reflection of 
my own upon it. This Light leads me unto that Glory, that shall be Enjoy’d 
by the Saints in the Heavenly World; and unto the very Fountain of all 
their Glory. If unto the Fire, I should resemble the Glorious Lord JESUS 
CHRIST, who shall one day appear in Flaming Fire, the Resemblance, 
might with many Good Thoughts be prosecuted. It is enough, that our 
Lord, the Sun of Righteousness, is compared unto the Sun, which is an 
Ocean of Fire; and that Cælestial and Wonderful Fire ball, corresponding 
with the little Flashes on my Hearth, in the property of Luminositie, the 
comparison that is now to be made, will be sufficiently vindicated… The 
Lord JESUS CHRIST, by Shining on the Children of God, and of the 
Resurrection, conveys to them the Accomplishment of His promise, That 
they shall Shine as the Brightness of the Firmament, that is to say, as the 
Stars for ever and ever. The Beams of the Lord JESUS CHRIST shall fall 
upon HIS people. Admitted unto the Sight of Him; and His Amiableness 
beheld by His people, will be both the Cause and the Copy of whatever 
Amiable Thing shall ever be beheld in Them. The Glory of God in the 
Face of JESUS CHRIST, Exhibited unto our Faith here, and unto our 
Sight hereafter, is that which produces, all our Grace, our Joy, our Crown. 
And if ever there be any Thing Admirable in them that Believe, it is the 
JESUS CHRIST in whom they have Believed, that shall be Admired in 
them… Let me abound in Meditation on the Lord JESUS CHRIST; By 
Him therein Shining on me, I may arrive to such a Glory. There is no 
Glory nor Honour, but what Lies in Conformity to the Lord JESUS 
CHRIST.145 
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For Mather, the fire in his home becomes emblematic of Christ, who is compared to the 
sun, and the fire’s relation to the hearth and the instruments sitting nearby an occasion for 
thinking about the interrelation of a solar Christ and human beings, who are his tools.146 
This passage is typical of the way Mather uses everyday objects to think about the art of 
living; he is not ultimately interested in the objects themselves but in how they—like 
anything else in the world—can help him to better understand and/or live to God.  
The second text from which I will quote is Azariah Mather’s 1730 ordination 
sermon on George Beckwith, entitled A Gospel Star, or Faithful Minister. (Figure 43) 
Azariah was a lesser-known member of the Mather family and minister at Saybrook, 
Connecticut, in the early eighteenth century. Like many other ministers composing 
ordination sermons during the eighteenth century, Azariah draws on biblical passages 
about stars, such as Revelation 1:16, 2:1, and 22:16. He writes, 
The Stars are supposed to shine with a borrowed light, and that their light 
is not Native. That this is so of all the Stars can’t, I suppose, be proved. 
’Tis apud Omnes in Confesso, of many or most, and the Vulgar Observe it 
in the Moon, which shines by light borrowed of the Sun. Such Stars are 
Gospel Faithful Ministers, They shine not in their own Rays, they shine in 
Learning, Gifts, Graces and Ministerial Abilities, but its all borrowed… 
That they may shine the more Bright and Clear, the less of Self and the 
more of CHRIST the better.147 
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Christ is described here as the sun and virtuous Puritans as planet-, moon-, or star-like in 
shining, by borrowing the light from Christ. The printer of this treatise employed 
asterisks as decorative accents, expressing thereby the starriness of the godly minister 
Azariah describes. Like the sun, Christ is (believed to be) the source of his own light—
his light, therefore, is intrinsic. Godly Christians are instruments of illumination, utilized 
to carry out divine will. Their light is secondary—it has been borrowed from Christ.  
Copernican heliocentrism displaced the earth from the center of the universe, 
rendering our planet secondary to the sun. Depictions of the Copernican System appear in 
British culture beginning in the late sixteenth century. Figure 44 shows the earliest such 
image printed in England (by Thomas Digges, 1576), and Figure 45 the earliest such 
image printed in Puritan New England (by John Foster, 1675 and then 1681). Rather than 
producing an obstacle to continued religiosity in Puritanism, the Copernican System 
provided a model for the displacement of the earthly self and for the centering of 
selfhood on a sun-like Christ.148 In Genuine Christianity (1721), Cotton Mather writes, 
“O Christian, Thou mayst not make thy SELF, the Last and Chief End of thy Life. SELF 
must not be the Center, in which the purposes and the motions of thy Life shall terminate. 
The End upon which a Christian desires to Live, must not be mainly to gratify himself. 
Christian, Learn to look above SELF in what thou doest.”149 Our heliocentric diagrams 
provide a picture of good Christian practice—Christ’s image was the bullseye for which 
any good Christian aimed. Indeed, the Greek word hamartia, which means “to miss the 
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mark,” appears regularly throughout the New Testament. It is translated into English as 
the verb “to sin.” The good life, right on target, is without sin. (Compare this to Aristotle, 
who in a discussion of virtue comments that “missing the mark is easy, but hitting it is 
difficult.”150) In All in All (1622), which interprets Colossians 3:11, “Christ is All in All,” 
Samuel Ward goes so far as to use the new style heliocentric diagram as the basis for the 
design of his title page. (Figure 46) The concentric circles form a target, but are also 
fitting figures of concentration; concentricity and concentration are both etymologically 
and conceptually interrelated. 
Although today we know that stars create their own energy and shine intrinsically, 
in the early modern period, this was not yet accepted knowledge, and stars besides the 
sun were utilized regularly as metaphors for the virtuous dead. To borrow a term from 
Alastair Fowler, one sees the “stellification” of the dead in early modern English 
biographies, funeral sermons, elegies, as well as epitaphs.151 Puritans were no exception. 
In a 1648 elegy or epitaph on his recently deceased Hartford, Connecticut colleague 
Thomas Hooker, Samuel Stone writes, “A Starre of heaven whose beams were very 
bright, / Who was a burning, and a shining light, / Did shine in our Horizon fourteen 
years, / Or thereabout, but now he disappeares.”152 In an astronomical/astrological 
publication of 1665, the minister Samuel Danforth calls Stone himself, who was by then 
himself deceased, “[t]hat bright and radiant Star, a Star of the first magnitude.”153 
                                                
 
150 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 117:1106b33.  
 
151 See Alastair Fowler, Time’s Purpled Masquers: Stars and the Afterlife in Renaissance English 
Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), esp. 61-86. 
 
152 Samuel Stone, elegy/epitaph in Thomas Hooker, A Survey of the Summe of Church-Discipline (London, 
1648), n.p. 
 
 63 
Throughout biographical texts composed by Puritan authors, stellifying metaphors are 
used again and again.154 Cotton Mather begins his 1685 elegy on Benjamin Collins, who 
was minister at Middletown, Connecticut, “Bright COLLINS, Star of the first 
Magnitude.”155 In the epitaph to his lengthy elegy on Samuel Hooker, minister of 
Farmington, Connecticut, Edward Taylor describes Hooker: “A Turffe of Glory, Rich 
Celestiall Dust / A bit of Christ here in Death’s cradle ’s husht / An Orb of Heavenly 
Sunshine: a bright Star / That never glimmerd: ever shining fare / … / Farmingtons 
Glory, & its Pulpits Grace / Lies here a Chrystallizing till the trace / Of Time is at an end 
& all out run./ Then shall arise & quite out shine the Sun.”156 (Figure 47)  
We can observe in Taylor’s epitaph on Hooker the temptations to idolatry 
emerging from the potency of the culture of exemplification. On the one hand, Hooker is 
“[a] bit of Christ,” a Christic fragment; on the other hand, he is said to be so bright as to 
enable him to compete with the shining of the sun—thus putting him in competition with 
the heavenly body most commonly associated with Christ. Sun worship functions as a 
major negative example in early modern Protestant writings explicating the difference 
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between latria (proper devotion) and idolatria (improper devotion). Pagans paid devotion 
to gods such as Helios in Greece, Sol Invictus in imperial Rome, or Ra in ancient Egypt, 
as well as to many solar deities in the Americas, and these devotions are dismissed as 
idolatrous by Protestant writers. Increase Mather connects idolatry and sunshine in a 
1684 essay: “[It has been said] of many Statues, that they have been heard speaking. The 
Image of Memnon in Ægypt, as the rising Sun shined upon its Mouth began to 
speak…Such things must needs be the operation of Caco-Dæmons.”157 Figure 48 depicts 
a well-known colossus of Memnon at Thebes. Puritans typically attribute the lifelikeness 
of such statues, including the supposed capacity for speech, to the “ill arts” of Satan and 
sundry demons. Increase Mather alludes, too, to the enlivening properties of sunshine, 
which is also how the imitation of Christ is characterized.   
During the seventeenth and early eighteenth century the relation between sun and 
idolatry was also conceived in terms of the French Catholic King Louis XIV’s self-
deifying identification with the sun. Louis XIV, you will recall, was dubbed “The Sun 
King.” Devout Puritans regarded such deification as blasphemy. Cotton Mather’s 
polemics against monumental celebrations of self are often focused by attention to 
specific happenings in the historical circumstances in which he found himself. He writes 
against the practices in Europe of antemortem or postmortem deification of rulers, Louis 
XIV in particular.158 It was not only Louis’s hatred of Protestants—and his revocation of 
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the Edict of Nantes (enacted in 1598 by Henry IV) in 1685, which had previously granted 
rights to the Huguenots (i.e. French Calvinists)—that Mather detested. It was also the 
bombastic materialism and aggressive cult of images surrounding Louis, which has been 
described by Peter Burke and Anne Betty Weinshenker as one of the most impressive 
mobilizations of egocentric propaganda in the history of Western art.159 The image in 
Figure 49 depicts a colossal statue of Louis erected in Paris, which bore an inscription 
proclaiming his immortality, even as he still lived. The inscription was known to Mather, 
and he used it to denounce Louis as a self-centered tyrant.160 
Despite risks of idolatry, or so-called will worship, the commitment to a solar 
definition and understanding of Christ by Puritans was strong. In Puritan literature, one 
finds both boldness and caution in claims made about the relationship between sun and 
God. Anne Bradstreet, in a meditation on the sun in her poem “Contemplations,” goes 
only so far before restraining herself:  
Then higher on the glistering Sun I gaz’d, 
Whose beams was shaded by the leavie Tree, 
The more I look’d, the more I grew amaz’d, 
And softly said, what glory’s like to thee? 
Soul of this world, this Universes Eye, 
No wonder, some made thee a Deity: 
Had I not better known, (alas) the same had I.161 
 
                                                
 
159 See Peter Burke, The Fabrication of Louis XIV (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992); and  
Anne Betty Weinshenker, “Idolatry and Sculpture in Ancien Régime France,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 
38:3 (Spring 2005): 485-507. 
 
160 Upon Louis XIV’s death in 1715, Mather would write against this statue. See Cotton Mather, Shaking 
Dispensations (Boston, 1715), 2. For a useful account of Mather’s relationship to religion and politics in 
France, see Howard C. Rice, “Cotton Mather Speaks to France: American Propaganda in the Age of Louis 
XIV,” New England Quarterly 16:2 (June 1943): 198-233.  
 
161 Anne Bradstreet, The Works of Anne Bradstreet in Prose and Verse, ed. John Harvard Ellis (Gloucester, 
Mass.: Peter Smith, 1962), 371. I thank Reiner Smolinski for pointing me toward this stanza of 
“Contemplations.”  
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 Readers of biographical literatures sought direction from exemplary subjects 
much as a navigator follows the sun or stars in pursuit of a destination. Christ was 
Polaris, the North Star, together with the sun a key star for astronavigational place-fixing. 
(Figure 50) The “proper” orientation and the achievement of a Christic self was 
dependent upon successful navigation with respect to Christ and Christ-like persons. The 
shining of stellar people functioned as directives for the imitation or following of Christ. 
In his 1704/05 elegy on Mary Brown, a devout parishioner who died in childbirth, Cotton 
Mather writes, “By the Polestar of Piety She Steer’d; / And no mishaps but those of Sin 
She fear’d.”162 The following year, in his elegy on Sarah Leveret, wife of Massachusetts 
governor John Leveret, Mather details what earlier in the elegy he calls “that bright 
SARAH View”:  “You rash Astronomers, the Stars miscall, / A Dog you style the 
brightest of them all. / Correct an Error which You find so Great; / Your Sirius now shall 
be a LEVERET. / Else the most Fulgid Lamp, which Heav’n did show / And then took in 
an Hundred Years ago, / Now She’s got there, will once again appear, / And radiant Sit in 
Cassiopea’s Chair.”163 (Figure 51) It is interesting to note that the central star of the W-
shaped constellation Cassiopeia is used as a pointer to find Polaris (which, as we have 
seen, is often used as a metaphor for Christ). (Figure 52) It is remarkable that Sirius, “the 
Dog Star,” which is a prominent presence in the constellation Canis Major, is actually 
much brighter than Polaris. This does not seem to trouble Mather, though, perhaps since 
the idea of a godly person qua Dog Star also has connotations of faith/fidelity. He 
nominates Leveret as a Puritan displacement of the original ancient Greek (and pagan) 
                                                
 
162 Cotton Mather, “A Lacrymatory: Design’d for the Tears let fall at the Funeral of Mrs. SARAH 
LEVERET,” in Cotton Mather’s Verse in English, 78. 
 
163 Ibid., 80, 82-83. 
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name. Elsewhere in his writings on the art of living, Mather defines the “Godly Life” as 
“a Constellation, which has many bright Graces and Actions, that go to make it up.”164  
Among the passages from scripture that allude to the shining of saints, one that 
appears frequently in Puritan literature is Daniel 12:3: “And they that be wise shall Shine 
as the brightness of the firmament, and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars 
forever and ever.” By the early modern period, the incorruptibility of stars had been long 
accepted, and stars were commonly used as metaphors for the incorruptibility of a 
Christian heaven and the saints who dwell there. At the end of the sixteenth century, 
though, the idea that stars were incorruptible would be disproved. Of particular 
importance for overturning this notion was the observation (especially by Tycho Brahe) 
in 1572 of a new bright star within Cassiopeia—this new bright star was soon understood 
to have been a supernova, the explosive death of a star. One thinks also in this connection 
of Galileo’s observation of sunspot cycles slightly later, which would lead to a critique of 
the notion that the sun is immutable (i.e. rather than human beings being similar to stars, 
stars were shown to be perishable like human beings).  
While it seems to have been relatively easy for Puritans (and early modern 
Protestants generally) to negotiate the Copernican revolution, developing a culture 
focusing on Christ’s sun-likeness, other discoveries in astronomy called into question the 
compatibility of science and religion. The stars, in fact, do not shine forever and ever, but 
live and die like people. Upon arriving at this realization, the stars would seem of little 
use as types for saintly incorruptibility. Whatever the reasons, the scientific 
demonstration of the corruptibility of stars had not taken hold in early modern England 
                                                
 
164 Cotton Mather, A Good Man Making a Good End, 72.  
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and colonial New England to the extent that stars were discarded as images of 
immortality. This is one place in this literature where we see the vestiges of the Ptolemaic 
system. 
Artful Christians (living images) shone, but if you took God or Christ away—the 
source of their light—they fell dark. The moon became a type for the natural or worldly 
person, because in the early seventeenth century it had been noticed, by Thomas Harriot 
in England and Galileo in Italy, that that heavenly body was not so heavenly after all, but 
rough, with earth-like features such as peaks and valleys. It seems heavenly when the sun 
lights it, but its light is not its own.165 The moon as bathed in the light of the sun, 
however, was a useful metaphor for the imitator of Christ—a dark, worldly entity waxing 
lighter and more heavenly. (Figure 53) In “Images or Shadows of Divine Things” 
(1728), Jonathan Edwards writes, 
In order to our coming to Christ aright, we must not come with our own 
brightness, or happiness, but as stripped of all our glory, empty of all 
good, wholly dark, sinful, destitute, and miserable, as the moon is wholly 
divested of all her light at her conjunction with the sun. We must come to 
Christ as wholly sinful and miserable, as the moon comes to the sun in 
total darkness. The moon as it comes nearer the sun, grows darker and 
darker; so the soul, the more it is fitted for Christ, is more and more 
emptied of itself that it may be filled with Christ. The moon grows darker 
and darker in her approach to the sun; so the soul sees more and more of 
its own sinfulness, and vileness and misery, that it may be swallowed up 
in the rays of the sun of righteousness…166 
 
                                                
165 Martin Kemp writes, “When Galileo trained his improved ‘spyglass’ on the moon in the winter of 
1[6]09, he became convinced that ‘sane reasoning’ can reach no other conclusion than that the moon ‘is full 
of prominences and cavities similar, but much larger, to the mountains and valleys spread over the earth’s 
surface’. But he had reckoned without the powerful grip of those philosopher-theologians who wished to 
sustain their perception of the heavens as ‘immaculate’.” Martin Kemp, “Maculate moons,” in 
Visualizations: The ‘Nature’ Book of Art and Science (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 40. 
 
166 Jonathan Edwards, Images or Shadows of Divine Things, ed. Perry Miller (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1948), 72. 
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Puritan ministers would also call upon heliotropic plants to characterize the 
mechanism of the imitation of Christ—to describe the relationality of the plant-like 
Christian follower and Christ-as-solar-model. Although virtually all plants have a 
sympathetic relationship with the sun, growing upward, for example, heliotropic plants 
are the sun’s most devout followers.167 The German Jesuit, Jeremias Drexel’s 
Heliotropium is the classic early modern characterization of the devout Christian as a 
sunflower.168 (Figures 54 and 55)  In All in All Samuel Ward writes of Christ: “[L]et him 
bee in all our thoughts and speeches, how happy were it if he were neuer out of our sight 
and minds, but that our soules were fixed on him, as the Sunne-flowre towards the 
Sunne…”169 Framing his important 1662 collection of biographies entitled A Collection 
of the Lives of Ten Eminent Divines, the English Puritan Samuel Clarke contrasts the 
“Ignes fatui,” or “false fires,” of Catholic hagiography with the “good examples” he has 
collected in his own volume and which he recommends for the reader’s imitation “[a]s 
the Heliotrope moves after the Sun.”170 (Figure 56) 
The shining of God or Christ served as the primary measure of beauty in 
Puritanism.171 Encounters with a fireplace or the sun itself were invitations to self-
                                                
 
167 For useful writings on heliotropy, see Erika von Erhardt-Siebold, “The Heliotrope Tradition,” Osiris 3 
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reflection. The association of beauty with shining is storied. Positing the dependence of 
all earthly beauty on heavenly beauty, Plato is the first writer in the Western canon to 
associate beauty with shining (in the Phaedrus). The Greek word he uses for “the 
beautiful” translates as “the most radiant, that which shines forth amidst the visible.”172 
The Neo-Platonist philosopher Plotinus also associates divinity with color and brightness. 
These qualities—frequently connected in philosophy and art theory to relativity—are 
considered less important by Aristotle, for whom clear outline was paramount to the 
definition of the beautiful.  
The thought of Plotinus informed theology of the Middle Ages, and light, claritas, 
and splendor were understood to be characteristic of beauty and divine grace. In his essay 
on beauty, Plotinus writes:   
But how are you to see into a virtuous Soul and know its loveliness? 
Withdraw into yourself and look. And if you do not find yourself beautiful 
yet, act as does the creator of a statue that is to be made beautiful: he cuts 
away here, he smoothes there, he makes this line lighter, this other purer, 
until a lovely face has grown upon his work. So do you also: cut away all 
that is excessive, straighten all that is crooked, bring light to all that is 
overcast, labour to make all one glow of beauty and never cease chiselling 
your statue, until there shall shine out on you from it the godlike splendour 
of virtue, until you shall see the perfect goodness surely established in the 
stainless shrine.173 
 
Plotinus allows for a measure of self-determination in self-fashioning that is foreign to 
the Puritan theorization of the art of living to God. The fourth-century bishop Gregory of 
                                                                                                                                            
171 Elaine Scarry’s writing on the relationship of beauty and ethics has helped me to better appreciate the 
importance of beauty to the Puritan discourse of the art of living. See Elaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being 
Just (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999). 
 
172 See Plato, Phaedrus, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, with a selection of early Greek 
poems and fragments about love, trans. Paul Woodruff (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Publishing Company, 
Inc., 1995), 38-39. 
 
173 Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. Stephen MacKenna, intro. and notes John Dillon (London: Penguin Books, 
1991), 54. 
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Nyssa had observed in tweaking Plotinus’s formulation (i.e. to Christianize it) that the 
purifying “removal of material” by the sculptor is “divinely assisted.”174 Gregory of 
Nyssa’s view of Plotinus on self-purification is nearly the same as the Puritans’ view.  
In a 1693 sermon, for example, William Bates writes, “In the present State our 
Graces are imperfect, and our Conformity to the Divine Purity is like the Resemblance of 
the Sun in a watry Cloud, very much beneath the Perfection and Radiancy of that great 
Light. Now God is pleased to fashion us according to his Image by Afflictions. As a 
Statue is cut by the Artificer, to bring it into a beautiful Form.”175 And in his popular 
Bonifacius: An Essay Upon the Good of 1710 (Figure 57), Cotton Mather asserts that 
“all the abuses” a Christian experiences are “in the hand of a faithful God, no other than 
the strokes which a statuary employs on his ill-shaped marble; only to form you into a 
more beautiful shape, and make you fitter to adorn the heavenly temple.”176 For Bates 
and Mather it is God who wields the sculptor’s tools; the believer is perfected by (as 
Mather puts it) “a workmanship of God upon us, creating us over again, by Jesus Christ, 
for good works.”177 
“To any vision must be brought an eye adapted to what is to be seen,” writes 
Plotinus, “and having some likeness to it. Never did eye see the sun unless it had first 
become sunlike, and never can the Soul have vision of the First Beauty unless itself be 
beautiful. Therefore, first let each become godlike and each beautiful who cares to see 
                                                
 
174 Gregory of Nyssa, quoted in Ladner, Idea of Reform, 93-94.  
 
175 William Bates, Sermons Preach’d on Several Occasions (London, 1693), 178-179. 
 
176 Cotton Mather, Bonifacius, ed. and intro. David Levin (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard 
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177 Ibid., 27. 
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God and Beauty.”178 He defines beautiful shining circularly. To shine and to be beautiful 
one must see shining and beauty, and vice-versa. One finds similar formulations in the 
works of Gregory of Nyssa, who—comparing the soul to the sun as seen in a mirror—
writes of the soul that “has thrown off all material blemish” that “look[s] with [its] entire 
circle at the face of the Beloved.”179 To see beauty and to be beautiful are circularly 
linked in Puritan practical theology, too. And yet, as ministerial literature so often 
reminds us, perfect identification exists only as a fantasy (until one dies that is). God and 
Christ take priority in the hierarchy of shining and beauty.  
Cotton Mather writes of the experience of viewing a person who is an imitator of 
Christ: “To turn your Eye this way, from the Beholding of Earthly Vanity, will be to Live 
by the Faith of the Son of God: A Faith which brings the Brightest of Stars home so nigh 
to the Sun of Righteousness, as to bury all their Brightness in the Rays thereof!”180 In the 
Puritan imagination Christ as the sun swallows up the shining of star-like persons. Mather 
concludes: 
If at any time you have Been or Done any thing that may be accounted 
Good, you must never imagine yourself as any more than a frail Chrystal, 
thro’ which a Glorious CHRIST, with an Unaccountable Display of 
Sovereignty, shines down upon those who feel or see that Good. And you 
must use all the means Imaginable, that your Observers may not stop at 
the Chrystal, but make all their Acknowledgments of the Good pass 
through it, up unto this LORD.181 
 
Although a preoccupation with shining is evident throughout Puritan literature, 
discussions of color in relation to shining are comparatively uncommon. Indeed, in 
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Thoughts for the Day of Rain, published in 1712, Cotton Mather observes that “among 
the Engines of Piety” “the Rainbow is one too much neglected.”182 (Figure 58) In this 
text, Mather goes on to argue that the rainbow, which is fully dependent upon, indeed a 
projection from, the Christ-like sun, is a crucial image of living imagistic selfhood and a 
source for further meditation.  
During the year in which this essay was published, Mather took observations of 
celestial phenomena appearing in the sky over Boston.183 He even made several 
drawings, which he sent to the Royal Society in London.184 (Figures 59 and 60) In letters 
and notes accompanying the drawings, Mather discusses the colors of rainbows, as well 
as observations of “mock-suns” (parhelia) in conjunction with rainbows. He describes 
the phenomena as follows: “On the second of January, in a clear sky, but an extremely 
cold season, the sun was from ten o’clock for the best part of three hours, attended well 
with four mock-suns, through which there passed a white circle; in the midst whereof 
were two rainbows, according to the representation in the ensuing scheme.” In Figure 60 
in particular the parhelia resemble big smiles.  
Although very much interested in science, Mather, like many other early modern 
minister- (or priest-) scientists, was especially concerned to mobilize scientific 
observations for the advancement of Christian religion. He ultimately uses these 
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observations of parhelia as a motivation for writing a devotional treatise on rainbows.185 
In Thoughts for the Day of Rain, Mather writes,  
There are some, who would find in the Rainbow it self, some Intimations 
of the Glories belonging to our Saviour. In the Sun begetting of the 
Rainbow, some would read a little of that incomprehensible Mystery, The 
only begotten Son of God. In the Three Colours (for of old, they counted 
no more) of the Rainbow, others would read, the Three Offices of our 
Great Redeemer. But these are Strains that I would not insist upon; and I 
would not Look upon the Clouds too fancifully. One would rather 
Consider the Sun, as an Emblem of our Saviour; that wonderful Sun of 
Righteousness.186 
 
So, Mather argues, Christ is like the sun. He continues,  
Yet I would rather chuse to turn it so; the Cloud, by Receiving Beams 
from the Sun, & Reflecting of them, how Beautiful an Appearance is there 
now produced in it? Lord, Let the Beams of my Saviour fall upon me. Let 
me receive His Knowledge; Let me reflect His Image; Let me be under His 
Impressions; I cannot ask for a greater Glory.187 
 
The rainbow, then, according to Mather, can be understood as an emblem of the Christian 
who imitates Christ. Fallen Christians recover the purified image of God within or upon 
themselves by means of this imitation (the art of living to God).  
Mather proffers an improvement of humility by means of an observation on the 
interrelation of Christic sun and Christian-like rainbow, too: “But then, I will take Leave, 
to fetch from the Rainbow, an Instruction of the Humility, that such a man will be 
adorned withal…The Higher the Sun, the Lesser the Rainbow…The Higher a Glorious 
                                                
 
185 To get a sense of the difference between Mather’s religious writings and those that are more scientific, 
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CHRIST is with us, and in us, and the more He does for us, the Smaller must we be in 
our own Eyes; it will Humble us, and Abate our Pride most wonderfully!”188 And though 
beautiful, the rainbow—like fallen human beings—is formally imperfect according to 
Mather: 
And since the Rainbow is not a Perfect Circle, if Moreover the Servants of 
God are Warned from thence, of the Imperfection, which will attend all 
Sublunary Things, we shall but go on to make an Improvement thereof, 
that some Wise Men have made before us. Look upon the Rainbow that 
wants Perfection, [its nearness to the Earth allows it not!] and say, I have 
Seen an End of all Perfection!189 
 
All of this is to say that the rainbow, a fragmented arc of the color spectrum, is dependent 
on and therefore deficient of the sun. We might compare and contrast the fragmentary 
rainbow with the completely circular optical effect known as a solar halo, or with the 
“rainbow mandorla,” which is sometimes shown in Western art history encircling Christ, 
particularly in paintings of the Last Judgment.190 (Figures 61 and 62) In a cultural 
context (i.e. Anglo-American Puritanism) in which God and Christ were virtually never 
directly represented by “man-made images,” it was very often natural phenomena that 
stood in for more traditional depictions of the deity, such as paintings of Christ donning 
or circumscribed by a halo. The borrowed light of the shining example—whether 
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modeled by the stars, the moon, or the rainbow—is an iteration of anti-formal form, 
about which I will think more in Chapter 4.  
 
The Art of Walking 
 
To describe the mediacy of the art of living to God, walking is the most 
significant form of transport for Puritan authors. There appeared many allusions to 
walking in the passages I quoted regarding the art of happiness…such allusions are part 
of a strand of this discourse in which the art of living is defined as an “art of walking.” 
That is, before the walks of William Wordsworth or the flâneur, before the engagements 
of John Cage, the Fluxus artists, Arte Povera, Allan Kaprow (Figure 63), Yvonne Rainer, 
Richard Long, Hamish Fulton (Figure 64), and Francis Alÿs with walking, there was a 
Puritan “art of walking.”  
In what follows I introduce this art, and I explicate the particular appeal walking 
held for English and American Puritan practical theologians. Expounding on numerous 
walking-related passages in the Old and New Testaments, regarding the walks of Noah, 
Enoch, David, Christ, Paul, and others, writers such as the Caroline Puritan, Robert 
Bolton, theorize the art of living as an art of walking. In a 1626 treatise, Some Generall 
Directions for a Comfortable Walking with God, Bolton writes, “[L]et us infinitely loue, 
and learne exactly the most sweete and heauenly Art of walking with God!”191 (Figures 
65 and 66) The art of walking is called exact walking, circumspect walking, and worthy 
walking.192 (Figures 67-69) It is also termed precise walking, strai(gh)t walking, walking 
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like Christ, walking in the Word, and walking in God’s statutes. Puritan writers from 
John Preston to Thomas Taylor to Nathanael Vincent and beyond into New England 
Puritanism take up the subject. A 1728 funeral sermon for Cotton Mather by ministerial 
colleague Benjamin Colman is entitled “The Holy Walk”; Colman describes Mather as a 
Puritan Enoch.193 (Figure 70) Just five years earlier Mather had published a funeral 
sermon on the minister Joseph Belcher as a Noah-like walker.194 (Figure 71) The art of 
walking, while not completely emptied of associations with the corporeal literalism of 
what we would call “actual” walking, is mainly a metaphorical art. The art of walking 
dematerializes its Puritan practitioner, even as it partly materializes a physically absented 
Christ. As for figures like Kaprow or Alÿs, the Puritan focus on pedestrianism serves as a 
strategy for destroying the boundary between a bracketed or elevated sphere of art and 
the practice of everyday life.  
The theologian, Robert Banks, has pointed out that the apostle Paul’s “most 
characteristic way of talking about the Christian life is as a ‘walk.’ [Paul] does this on 32 
occasions in his writings.” He draws on Old Testament passages in which life or good 
practice is described as a “going,” “traveling,” “progress,” or “increase” (hālak in 
Hebrew). Banks also notes that “[t]he Dead Sea Scrolls contain many references to holy 
and unholy behavior in which the terminology of walking is present.” No doubt Paul’s 
abundant walking in the course of his ministries was a major source of his interest in the 
metaphor. Paul emphasizes process over destination, underlining the necessity of the 
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everydayness of godly walking. This walking is (as described in Romans 13:13) a 
“behaving becomingly”; “becoming” has associations here of both beauty and progress. 
Although Paul insists on walking as metaphorical—in line with a forceful Christian 
typological investment in New Testament anti-literalism—Banks rightly acknowledges 
that “traces of the literal meaning of the term[s] [for walking in both Hebrew and Greek] 
survive in his metaphorical use of it.”195 
“Thou canst neuer possibly be fitly qualified, either for the right vnderstanding, or 
sauing practice of this sacred and sweetest Art, of walking with god; except thou resolue, 
to stand for euer sincerely at the swords point against all sinne,” writes Robert Bolton.196 
(Figure 72) As it is to pious Puritans generally, “walking with god” is to Bolton 
“sacred,” even the very “sweetest” form of artistry. The art of walking is the metaphorical 
following in the footsteps of Christ and those who have imitated him through the art of 
living.  
As part of a lengthy tradition of Christian image theory in which poor persons 
were understood to be true images of Christ, in a 1657 publication entitled The Saints 
Delight, Thomas Watson terms the poor “walking pictures of Christ,” and he even 
recommends perambulating poor people as fit foci for Puritan meditational practice.197 
(Figure 73) As the historian of English nonconformity, N. H. Keeble, has observed, it is 
surprising that early modern Protestants, including Puritans, were so invested in the 
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pilgrimage as a model for thinking about Christian living, given that they vehemently 
rejected the literal practice of pilgrimage that had been and to some extent continued to 
be so important to Roman Catholicism. They criticized literal pilgrimage as wasteful, 
suggesting that the money related to its practice and attendant image culture was better 
spent on social causes such as poor relief: giving money or other aid to the poor was, to 
nonconformists, curating right images. Keeble argues that in early modern Protestantism 
metaphorical pilgrimage thrived as an iconoclastic critique/displacement of the literal 
pilgrimage.198  
In this literature it is not only the poor who are labeled “walking pictures.” All 
godly Christians are aptly regarded as “walking pictures of Christ,” elected to displace 
the mere, material images created by those persons whom we usually label artists. In a 
sermon delivered before the House of Commons in 1642, Thomas Hill of Northampton 
describes the godly as “living, walking Pictures of Divine Truth.”199 (Figure 74) And in a 
1660 discourse on the Beatitudes, Thomas Watson writes, “Gods children resemble him 
in meeknesse and holinesse; they are his walking pictures; As the seale stamps its print; 
and likenesse upon the Wax; so doth God stamp the print and effigies of his own beauty 
upon his children.” (Figure 75) A few pages later Watson suggests that all Christians are 
poor, walking pictures: “The children of God are his walking pictures; and if we are of 
God, we love those who have his Effigies and Pourtraiture drawn upon their souls…If we 
are of God we love his children thought they are poor; we love to see the image and 
                                                
 
198 N. H. Keeble, “‘To be a Pilgrim’: Constructing the Protestant Life in Early Modern England.” in  
Pilgrimage: the English Experience from Becket to Bunyan, ed. Colin Morris and Peter Roberts 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 238-256. The Protestant concept of the figurative 
pilgrimage is a latter-day version of the mental pilgrimage as theorized during the Middle Ages. 
 
199 Thomas Hill, The Trade of Truth Advanced (London, 1642), 16. 
 80 
picture of our father, though hung in never so poor a Frame.”200 (Figure 76) This concept 
of the walking picture appears in Puritan practical theological literature throughout the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth century in England and New England. In a 1693 
publication Thomas Manton, a friend of Thomas Watson, directs readers to “Imitate 
Christ in his Holiness, which was a part of his Glory, and will be yours…Here we should 
be walking Pictures of Christ, that others may see the Face of Christ in us. Tread in his 
Steps. Live so holily, that if the Bible should be lost, it may be found again in our Holy 
Lives.”201 (Figure 77) 
One of the great early modern bestsellers and one of the most widely read books 
in late Puritanism, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress—first printed in 1678 and then 
expanded to two parts and constantly reprinted—is an allegory of life organized as a walk 
across a landscape, from “the City of Destruction” to “the Heavenly Jerusalem.” Its 
frontispiece, with Robert White’s famous sleeping portrait of Bunyan below, usually 
pictures “Christian,” the main character, walking up above. (Figure 78) In the second 
part of the book, first published in 1684, Christian’s wife and children make the 
pilgrimage. One could pursue an ambitious re-reading of The Pilgrim’s Progress 
specifically in terms of the art of walking. As Christian walks he reads a book, a small 
format Gospel, and this is significant. His walking is a reading, and his reading is a 
walking (he reads print and in walking he makes prints, with the aim of conforming them 
to the printed text he holds). In the English minister Isaac Ambrose’s terms, Christian 
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endeavors to “make the word and works face one another.”202 Like meditation and 
prayer, reading printed godly texts was central to the Puritan art of living. On his walk 
Christian encounters many characters virtuous and vicious. The virtuous characters and 
his book are right patterns. Thus characters such as Goodwill and Sincere, and the Gospel 
itself, are elevated over and contrasted with the iniquity figured in characters like Mr. 
Worldly Wiseman or Lord Hate-Good.  
The art of walking is a standing, or a “not falling.” But walking is also a moving 
medium, not a standing still, rather a progressing. It is growth in Christ, or what Puritans 
sometimes call “life multiplied.” For the Puritans the art of walking is an attempt to 
reconcile the boundaries between art and life even as it knocks them down. A give and 
take between the “real” world (which we might call a dreamed world) and a dreamed 
world (which we might call the “real” world) undergirds every aspect of the Puritan 
conceptualization of the art of living, and of the art of walking.  
Rous points out in The Arte of Happines that the art of living to God is a sort of 
portable meditation. It is worth mentioning here that there is a close relation between the 
art of walking and early modern Protestant definitions of “the art of meditation.” In his 
important treatise on meditation dating to the first decade of the seventeenth century, 
Bishop Joseph Hall, who was sometimes called “the English Seneca,” recommends 
walking as among the most effective forms of meditation: “But of all other (mee thinks) 
Isaacs choice of the best, who meditated walking.”203 (Figure 79) The English Puritan 
divine Edmund Calamy would write in 1680 in a meditational manual inspired by 
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Hall’s—more figuratively than literally: “A man that is often in meditation, is often in 
Heaven, often walking with God and Christ…”204  
 A few later art-of-walking-related projects help to illuminate certain facets of the 
Puritan interest in an art of walking. Henry David Thoreau’s famous essay called 
“Walking,” first published in The Atlantic Monthly in June 1862, is an extension and 
augmentation of the art of walking according to the Puritans. (Figure 80) As is well 
known, New England transcendentalism owes much to the New England Puritan 
tradition, though shared attention to walking is not among the topics studied to date in 
literary history.205 Thoreau opens the essay by linking his idea of “the art of Walking” to 
the etymology of the verb “to saunter.” He writes, “[T]he word is beautifully derived 
‘from idle people who roved about the country, in the Middle Ages, and asked charity, 
under pretence of going à la Sainte-Terrer,’ to the Holy Land, till the children exclaimed, 
‘There goes a Sainte-Terrer,’ a Saunterer,—a Holy Lander. They who never go to the 
Holy Land in their walks, as they pretend, are indeed mere idlers and vagabonds; but they 
who do go there are saunterers in the good sense, such as I mean.”206 Thoreau eventually 
gives a different account of the art of walking than the Puritans do, but not before arguing 
that all walkers, like the Puritan saints, are elect. He says of the art of walking: “It comes 
by the grace of God. It requires a direct dispensation from Heaven to become a walker. 
You must be born into the family of the Walkers. Ambulator nascitur, non fit.”207  
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Thoreau’s idea of the walker as “Holy Lander” connects to a concept developed 
in the writings of some of the Puritan authors at whose works we have been looking. In 
his Autarkeia, or the Art of Divine Contentment (1653), Thomas Watson writes that the 
“true Saint” is “a divine Land-skip or Picture, where all the rare beauties of Christ are 
lively pourtrayed and drawn forth.”208 (Figure 81) This notion of the Puritan saint as 
landscape is peculiar. What does it mean for a person to be a landscape painting? [Note 
that “Land-skip” refers specifically to the pictorial genre of landscape in the seventeenth-
century in England.] Considering the relation of the concept to Puritan thinking about 
form, or rather, thinking against form, is instructive. The Puritan artist works in anti-
formal form; and the living image’s forms are anti-formal. The artful walker is not, as in 
a painting by Meindert Hobbema, a subservient figure marking or traversing a 
dominating landscape. (Figure 82) The formal Christian, whose practice is (to use 
Watson’s term) mere “bodily exercise,” is a staffage figure, subordinate to, existing in 
service of, a wider world.209 The artful walker is anti-staffage; he or she is insubordinate 
(to the world in which he or she has been positioned), rising up by the grace of God to 
become, him or herself, a part of something much larger. The Puritan artist is not neatly 
framed but moves always outward, toward the framing edge. Perhaps not coincidentally, 
Thoreau also defines his “Holy Lander” as anti-staffage: “The landscape-painter uses the 
figures of men to mark a road. He would not make that use of my figure.”210        
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A project by the Belgian contemporary artist, Francis Alÿs, Paradox of Praxis 1 
(Sometimes Doing Something Leads to Nothing), can further help us to think about the 
problem of form as it pertains to the theorization of the art of living as an art of walking. 
(Figures 83 and 84) In this action, Alÿs moves a large block of ice through the streets of 
Mexico City (where he has, for a long time, lived) on a hot day. At first he pushes it with 
his entire body. Then as it becomes smaller he kicks the block, until it eventually melts 
and then disappears. The art of walking is described as melting (or becoming more fluid) 
in the literature of Puritan practical theology. Heated by the fire of God’s love, the godly 
Christian has a melted heart or a melted spirit.211 Like Alÿs’s action, the art of good 
practice liquidates the godly Christian’s icy sinfulness or formal qualities. With reference 
to Alÿs’s more overtly politicized works—this work is actually political in content, but 
less explicitly so—Mark Godfrey has suggested that for Alÿs “walking is a weapon.”212 It 
is likewise in Puritan art theory—recall Robert Bolton’s statement that the art of walking 
requires one “to stand for euer sincerely at the swords point against all sinne.” Francis 
Alÿs has been compared to St. Francis in his development of a latter-day form of world-
weary “walking as preaching.”213  
Puritans refer to sin as sitting, or as walking contrary to God or Christ. Sinners are 
said to be all head and no feet. The art of living is characterized, conversely, as walking 
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“antipodes” to sin. It is following Christ, who is, in the words of Thomas Watson, the 
“map of perfection.”214 The art of living is, likewise according to Watson, “living in the 
world above the world.”215 (The word “Land-skip” takes on new meaning in relation to 
such a statement; one imagines the artful Puritan suspended in air, skipping over (or just 
plain skipping) the land.216) Watson remarks, “Half of him is on this side and half is in 
the holy Land…tis hard to tell whether he be in the body, or out of the body…”217 While 
the “walking pictures of Christ” can be said to shine in their Christ-likeness, their forms 
are anti-formal, forms at odds with form itself. The bodies of artful walkers stand against 
their own embodiment.  
Figure 85 depicts documentation of the most famous early work by the British 
walking artist, Richard Long, his “temporary sculpture” entitled Line Made by Walking 
(1967). Rudi Fuchs has compared Long’s work to Kasimir Malevich’s Black Square of 
1915. “[A] painting which cancelled all previous art in one grand, abrupt statement of 
conviction,” writes Fuchs.218 Long is himself responsible for similarly grandiose claims 
about the innovativeness of his early production. Both Long and Hamish Fulton would 
likely be very surprised to learn that several centuries earlier in England—far earlier in 
fact than Wordsworth, with whom walking as a kind of art usually begins in British 
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cultural history—scores of Puritans were preoccupied with theorizing and practicing an 
art of walking.219 To be sure, both the Puritans and an artist such as Long have much in 
common, perhaps especially the iconoclasm of their practices of arts of walking. Like 
much performance work, Line Made by Walking worked against possessability. It was 
unownable, except in the form of documentation. The form it took was the wearing away 
of the world. Figure here is more ground than the ground itself.220  
In Puritan religion, the straight line is the main figure for perfect practice. Near 
the beginning of The Pilgirm’s Progress, Bunyan relates a conversation between 
Christian and “Good Will.” Good Will explains to him the value of straightness: “Good 
Christian, come a little way with me, and I will teach thee about the way thou must go. 
Look before thee; dost thou see this narrow way? That is the way thou must go. It was 
cast up by the patriarchs, prophets, Christ, and his apostles, and it is as straight as a rule 
can make it.” Christian then asks, “Is there no turnings nor windings, by which a stranger 
may lose the way?” Good Will answers, “Yes, there are many ways butt down upon this; 
and they are crooked, and wide; but thus thou may’st distinguish the right from the 
wrong, that only being straight and narrow.”221 The world is portrayed as crooked, 
confusing, and labyrinth-like in Puritan writings. The Puritan believer was in need of a 
schema to counter the muddle of the maze. 
                                                
 
219 For a thought-provoking history of the art of walking, albeit one that omits Puritans, see Geoff 
Nicholson, The Lost Art of Walking: the History, Science, Philosophy, and Literature of Pedestrianism 
(New York: Riverhead Books, 2008). 
 
220 Joseph Hall writes of the “ground” of the art of meditation: “Witnesses of holy men may serue for 
colours; but the ground must be onely of God.” Hall, Arte of Divine Meditation, 145-146. 
 
221 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, ed. and intro. Roger Sharrock (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 
27. 
 87 
Writing to former parishioners in England in 1632, the pastor Thomas Weld of 
Roxbury, Massachusetts, underlined the importance of the notion of “the rule” for the 
Puritan believer. He clarifies how the rule relates to self-perfection: “Conceive us not as 
if we went about to justify ourselves or dream of perfection, no God knows we think 
ourselves the poorest and unworthiest of all his servants justly else he might spew us out 
of his mouth [Rev. 3:16]. Only we desire to breathe after perfection and to know what is 
the rule and to walk in it.”222 In 1645 the Cambridge (Massachusetts) minister, Thomas 
Shepard, writes of the inflexibility of “God’s rules”: “crook not God’s rules to the 
experience of men…but bring men unto rules, and try mens estates herein by that… 
attend the rule…stand or fall according to the rule.”223  
The artful Puritan “walks according to the rule.” Although good works could not 
guarantee salvation, good works were evidence of one’s being/having been elected. In 
Ephesians 2:10, Paul writes of the godly Christian: “For we are his workmanship, created 
in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in 
them.” By conforming to the rule, one gained assurance of election. In relation to Old 
Testament accounts of virtuous behavior, Puritan authors write of the “singularity” of the 
artful walker. Singular Puritan saints walk in close imitation of the footsteps of Christ, 
thereby becoming “walking pictures” of him. Their conformity to the metaphysical body 
of Christ to some extent disappears them, or subtracts their form. As living landscapes 
they are not only “holy,” they are “holey.” Comparing Christ to the vanishing point of a 
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picture made in single-point perspective, Thomas Watson writes that Christ is “the centre 
where all the lines of his Fathers love do meet.”224 The art of living may be conjured as a 
Puritan simultaneously walking toward and away from us—in precision or exactness, in 
the direction of that metaphysical focus, the vanishing point (in the words of Michel de 
Certeau, “the missing body”) that is Christ.225  
 
Printing / Pressing 
Puritan theologians were invested in textual and pictorial printing technologies as 
a means of explaining how God interfaces with human beings and how human beings 
strive to conform themselves to the image of God/Christ. How is the image of God or 
Christ understood to be “in” or “upon” a person? Puritan authors describe the drawing, 
painting, and especially the printing of the image in or on people. The image of God or 
Christ is engraven, impressed, imprinted, and stamped in or upon the believer’s heart, 
soul, or mind. The original image of God upon Adam (the so-called “first print”) was 
pristinely registered. Postlapsarian man retains something of this image, though it is in 
need of refurbishing, or reprinting. This image is susceptible, too, to further damage or 
defacement through sin and the influence of negative worldly forces.  
Puritan writers utilize the verb “to press” in conjunction with discussions of a 
perfectly printed Imago Dei. In his 1726 funeral sermon on Elizabeth Cotton, for 
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instance, Cotton Mather describes saintly jewels as the “marvellous Work of GOD upon a 
miserable Soul, Transforming of it; and the imprinting [of] His Image upon it.”226 
(Figure 86) Mather goes on to insist that “the main Thing to be press’d upon us, is; To 
press after, to make out for, to make sure” that both he and his audience will be counted 
“among the Jewels of GOD.”227 The biblical passage to which Mather refers (Malachi 
3:17) and Mather’s own sermon (whether spoken or printed) “press” on the 
listener/reader. And the listener or reader is urged “to press,” as well. Puritan 
theorizations of Godly-imagistic imprinting and devotional pressing ally the actions and 
workings of both the deity and Puritan subjects with early modern printing mechanisms. 
We might say, even, that one major characteristic uniting God and human beings in 
Puritan culture is their print- and printing-technology-likeness.  
The idea of imprinting the image of God or Christ upon one’s heart derives 
mainly from theological commentaries on the Pauline epistles. Paul typologically 
redirected the ground of Godly writing from tables of stone (as in the Old Testament) to 
the fleshy tables of the human heart (in the New Testament).228 Thomas Hooker, who 
became famous as a Puritan minister in England and the Netherlands before he eventually 
helped to found the Hartford settlement in Connecticut, published The Paterne of 
Perfection in London in 1640, which expounds on how God’s image exists in human 
beings before and after the Fall. (Figures 87 and 88) Hooker defines salvation in terms 
of the recovery of the original image of God on Adam: “Looke what is spoken of 
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renovation, the selfe same Adam had in creation. Now wee read that the new man is after 
God, as the print of the wax is after the seale; and a man does his work after a paterne, 
that is agreeable to it: So the stampe of Gods image was upon Adam, that he was 
agreeable to his will.”229 Hooker compares the “stampe of Gods image” to “a straight 
line”: “there can be no crooking in it. So the heart of Adam lay level, and exactly 
agreeable to the rule of righteousnesse.”230 And he describes Adam’s originary perfection 
as the “proportionable” “working as God wrought”: “Adam was not to equall but to 
imitate God…[A]s it is with an apprentice, that hath learned the skill of his Master, we 
say, Hee is his Master right; not because he is a man, but because he is a work man, and 
imitates him exactly (and carries the print of his skill upon him).”231 
Edward Taylor employs printing and printmaking terminology in order to 
describe the image of God within himself. In one undated meditation, Taylor writes, “Am 
I new minted by thy Stamp indeed? / Mine eyes are dim; I cannot clearly see. / Be thou 
my Spectacles that I may read / Thine Image, and Inscription stampt on mee.”232 In a 
meditation on Hebrews 9:11 dating to February 1696, he writes, “Hath Sin blurd all thy 
Print / … / Lord print me ore again.”233 For Puritans such as Taylor, the image of God is 
susceptible to defocusing and/or defacement—that is, God’s “Print” may become “blurd” 
by sin.234 Taylor sometimes describes his desire for union with God in terms of printing. 
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In a 1701 meditation on John 1:14, he writes, “Unite my Soule, Lord, to thyselfe, & 
Stamp / Thy holy print on my unholy heart.”235 (Figure 89) And in his undated poem 
“The Ebb & Flow,” Taylor characterizes his conversion with respect to print, writing, 
“When first thou on me Lord wrought’st thy Sweet Print, / My heart was made thy tinder 
box. / My ’ffections were thy tinder in’t. / Where fell thy Sparkes by drops.”236 (Figure 
90)  
Among the techniques Puritans utilized for curating the image of God within 
themselves were practices of self-examination and meditation. Such practices included 
prayer, diary writing, and reading exemplary biographies. Enhanced understanding of 
oneself vis-à-vis God was the aim—Taylor’s “Be thou my Spectacles that I may read / 
Thine Image, and Inscription stampt on mee.” In a section of Increase Mather’s 1670 
biography of his father, Richard, Increase quotes from his father’s handwritten account of 
his own life. (Figure 91) Richard expresses therein his desire that God will “imprint the 
memory” of one of his mercies on his and others’ hearts.237 This mercy has to do with the 
saving of Richard and others at sea during a storm. Increase subsequently observes that 
Richard, together with exemplary Christians both ancient and modern, had a 
foreknowledge of death “imprinted on their Spirits.”238  
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The source of this model of text, image, and memory registration—in which the 
heart, soul, or mind is thought of as a kind of waxy, receptive surface—is located in the 
writings of Plato and Aristotle. Christian image theorists of the Middle Ages built on this 
model, and early modern technologies of textual printing and pictorial printmaking 
reinvigorated these ancient and medieval notions for the Puritans. As a print registers 
from an archetypal block onto a piece of paper, so the memory or example should be 
registered in the heart, soul, or mind of the reader.  
Among Puritan ministers Cotton Mather writes perhaps more than anyone else 
about the art of living to God as “pressing.” We see this especially in his later writings. In 
his “character” of Michael Wigglesworth, pastor at Malden, Massachusetts, appended to 
a 1715 edition of Wigglesworth’s popular The Day of Doom, Mather describes 
Wigglesworth’s last words: 
When he lay a Dying, some spoke to him, about his having secured his 
Interest in the Favour of Heaven, and his Assurance of that Interest. He 
Replyed, I Bless God, I began that Work betimes; and e’re I was Twenty 
Years Old, I had made thorow work of it. Ever since then, I have been 
pressing after the Power of Godliness! For more than Fifty Years 
together, I have been Labouring to uphold a Life of Communion with God; 
and I thank the Lord, I now find the Comfort of it! [Mather remarks] 
Words that contain in them, A History of a Life more Valuable than I have 
seen a Volumn in Folio.239 (Figure 92) 
 
Here we find an interesting instance of the way in which Cotton Mather takes the words 
of a model Puritan (or invents them) and utilizes the words to make his subject a printed 
and therefore transmittable mediating pattern for the reader’s imitation. Wigglesworth’s 
“Exemplary Life” is exemplary, in large measure because of how he “pressed after” the 
“Power of Godliness.” Mather insists that Wigglesworth’s last words—concerning a life 
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lived by devotional pressing—these words are “more Valuable” than a “Volumn in 
Folio.” Much as the pages of a fine book are made by skillful printers working carefully 
at a press, so too, Wigglesworth’s worthy life is printed, is brought into being, both 
ideationally and literally, by his pressing.240  
 In his 1721 sermon What the Pious Parent Wishes For, Cotton Mather addresses 
the children in his audience: “’Tis what I am now to press upon the Young People in the 
Auditory: Oh! Let it become your Hearts Desire, and your Prayer unto GOD, that a 
perfect heart may be given unto you. Fall down, Oh! Fall down before the Glorious 
GOD, with such a Petition as this; Lord, Bestow all the Dispositions of a Pious Mind 
upon me!”241 (Figure 93) Mather describes the oral delivery of his sermon as a form of 
pressing (that is, as an urging of the audience). He suggests that the good child will “Fall 
down” before God, so that God can “Bestow all the Dispositions of a Pious Mind” upon 
him/her.242 This passage points, if obliquely, to how paper is positioned on a press, below 
the mechanism—in this case with God as the machine and the child below him, the piece 
of paper that wants a pressing. A little later in the sermon, Mather indicates that he hopes 
his “Expostulations” will “make a strong Impression” on his audience or readership.243 
This notion of “making an impression” appears frequently in Puritan ministerial writings, 
and, I would argue, should be understood as part of a larger Puritan mobilization of the 
printing press as a means of explicating subject-world, subject-object, subject-subject, 
and subject-deity interactions.  
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In The Greatest Concern in the World, an essay about salvation published several 
times in the early eighteenth century, Mather advocates “[a]n Holy Life, a Life pressing 
after Universal and Perpetual Conformity to the Rules of Holiness; This, This is the Royal 
Path leading to Salvation; Yea, tis no little Part of our Salvation.”244 (Figure 94) On the 
title page for the second edition of this essay, there is a text that reads, “Published, with a 
Design to Assist the Addresses of Good Men unto their Neighbours, whom they Press to 
mind, The ONE THING that is NEEDFUL.” In the case of this essay, Mather defines 
both the “Holy Life” and one’s conversation with one’s neighbors as pressing. It is worth 
noting at this point that Mather’s arguments for the art of living as pressing are realized 
mainly through works made—and usually conceived to be made—on a printing press 
(unlike Edward Taylor, for example, whose printing- and pressing-related writings we 
find in terminal manuscript form). Generally speaking, print is at once the model for the 
conceptual development and the medium for the dissemination of this culture of print-
centered interfacing among Puritans, God, and the world.  
 Other Puritan colleagues of Cotton Mather describe godly living as pressing in 
their printed works. In a 1719 discourse on the conduct of young men entitled Cleansing 
our Way in Youth Press’d, the Boston minister Thomas Foxcroft writes of “our daily 
walk through this defiling World” and how “it shou’d be the daily care even of the 
Regenerate, to be cleansing themselves from the remains of carnality, and pressing after a 
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more perfect purity.” 245 (Figure 95) Christians, he says, should “put on the beauties of 
true holiness, and be moulded into the Image of Heavenly purity.”246 (Figure 96) 
 A clever deployment of these notions of Godly printing and devotional pressing 
appears in Cotton Mather’s preface to Malden minister Joseph Emerson’s The Important 
Duty of a Timely Seeking of God Urged, published in Boston in 1727, the year before 
Mather died. (Figure 97) In the preface, Mather remarks that this sermon was printed 
because so many of its original hearers desired a printed version. Whether or not this is 
true, Mather goes on to riff playfully about printing and pressing in introducing the 
sermon. He comments,  
THERE being, a very pressing Occasion for the Pastor of the Flock at 
Malden, to entertain them with a particular Discourse on that EARLY 
PIETY, which he is forever inculcating, his Pastoral Vigilance disposed 
him to take it, and carry to the Living a Message from the Dead. The 
Young Ones of the Flock, felt those Impressions which moved their 
Printing some Copies of the Discourse, that they may still Remember what 
they have Received and Heard, and not lose what has been wrought upon 
them.247 
 
The printing of a sermon, which to that point had only been delivered orally, or 
unavailable generally because it existed only in manuscript, served as a prosthetic for the 
forgetful. Fallen persons are forgetful not only in that they do not remember God’s Word 
and the words of preaching ministers, but they are also forgetful of God’s image. The 
Imago Dei can be printed on them, temporarily restored to them, but they (or their hearts, 
souls, and minds) continually forget it. They forget the impression it has made.    
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 The idea that godly print is a mnemonic aid for remembering the Imago Dei is 
interestingly engaged in Cotton Mather’s Boanerges. A Short Essay to Preserve and 
Strengthen the Good Impressions Produced by Earthquakes on the Minds of the People 
that Have Been Awakened With Them (1727). (Figure 98) After the Boston earthquake of 
1727, Mather and several other New England ministers delivered sermons focusing on 
the event—these sermons also contain reflections on the question of the printing of God’s 
image on human beings. First suggesting that the good impressions made on New 
England Puritans by the earthquake are akin to evaporating water, Mather later compares 
them to the fleetingness of fungal life: “Without a principle of PIETY, restoring to the 
Glorious GOD His Throne in your Souls, your Good Impressions from the Earthquakes, 
will be a sort of Mushrooms rising from the Earth, and presently Wither, and Moulder, 
and Crumble, and come to nothing.”248 Referencing Hebrews 12:2, Mather writes of the 
second of his “Grand MAXIMS of Real and Vital PIETY”: “My Eyes are continually to a 
Glorious CHRIST, that I may be Righteous and be made Holy by Him; and I long to have 
His Image instamped on me.”249 (In Chapter 4, I will return to Hebrews 12:2 as a part of 
my discussion of looking off.) Toward the end of the essay, Mather compares the 
retention of good impressions from this earthquake—to him the earthquake is a natural 
wonder bearing the imprint of God’s image—to a pregnancy brought to full-term: 
“Behold the Method for preventing of an Abortion on our Good Impressions, and this 
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unhappy Account of them, We have been in pain, we have brought forth wind, we have 
not wrought any Deliverance for the Soul that has been going with us.”250  
 Foxcroft also issued a sermon containing instructions to be gleaned from the 1727 
earthquake. (Figure 99) His sermon is entitled The Voice of the Lord, from the Deep 
Places of the Earth, and in it he writes,  
Whatever subordinate Means & Instruments God may see fit to make use 
of in this stupendous Event; yet his terrible Majesty appears imprinted 
upon it in very peculiar Characters. It has a bright Stamp of Divinity on 
it’s Face; Men behold in those clear Impresses of Divine Power, 
Sovereignty and Greatness, as irresistibly carry up their Eyes to the First 
Cause; and they cannot but apprehend the Invisible God therein displaying 
his Perfections to the World.251 
 
Thus phenomena, whether natural or cultural, could bear God’s Print. And this Print, a 
product, however strangely, would become a producer—a mechanism for the further 
printing of God’s image on human beings, who are themselves like sheets of paper in a 
printing press. But people, in the ideal condition of Christian devotional practice, should 
be pressing after God’s image, too. In this model of practice, God is the paper, not so 
much to be printed, since his Print precedes (and exceeds) everything else, but to be 
sought the way a press seeks the surface onto which it is printing. Both God and human 
beings are, therefore, if variously, printed-paper-like and printing-press-like. 
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Chapter 3 Living Architecture 
 On a Saturday night in 1706/07, Cotton Mather sent to his friend John Winthrop a 
copy of his recently published treatise The Christian Temple. Or, An Essay upon a 
Christian Considered as a Temple.252 (Figure 100) The “John Winthrop” in question is 
probably Fitz-John Winthrop, colonial governor of Connecticut. Mather enclosed a short 
letter with the book, and both book and letter still exist, bound together in the collection 
of the Massachusetts Historical Society. (Figure 101) The letter reads: 
Give me Leave, to be mightily concerned for you; - to use all the Methods 
I can devise, for the shaping of you into a Noble and glorious Temple of 
God… I ask you to Read it, with all possible Consideration. Consider 
every paragraph, till your mind be form’d into the very Temper and Spirit 
of it. Lett ye character of a Living and an Holy Temple, make a very deep 
impression upon you.253  
 
Mather’s The Christian Temple is a slim volume, only thirty-eight pages long, though it is 
the most fully developed treatment by a New England Puritan writer of “edification,” an 
architectural iteration of the discourse on the art of living to God at which we have been 
looking. Mather’s treatise is derived from the English Puritan, John Howe’s much larger, 
two-part work The Living Temple (1675-1702).254 (Figure 102) The Christian Temple 
constitutes a concise crystallization of a number of interdependent concepts about living 
architecture in Puritanism.  
Staunch materialist accounts of architecture in New England Puritan culture—I 
think especially of St. George’s Conversing by Signs, which I briefly critiqued in the 
Introduction—do not, and, in a sense, cannot address the importance of anti-materialism 
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to the context(s) from which the richest thinking about Puritan architecture derives.255 In 
the second chapter of his 1970 book entitled The Pauline Renaissance in England: 
Puritanism and the Bible, John Coolidge makes the following statement: “It is not too 
much to say that the whole, subtle but radical difference between the Puritan cast of mind 
and the Conformist appears in their different ways of understanding the verb ‘to 
edify’.”256 Coolidge argues that early modern Anglicans (“Conformists”) understood the 
verb in a way that approximates our use of it today (where it means “to instruct or to 
improve”).257  
Calling attention to some key points Coolidge makes, I would like to provide a 
brief introduction to the Christian typological background from which the idea of 
edification issues. As the medievalist art historian, Jeffrey Hamburger, has described it, 
borrowing a term from the literary critic, Harold Bloom, Christian typology can be 
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understood as the primal scene of literary “misreading” in Western culture.258 It is the 
misreading, from a perspective of Christianity, of the books constituting the Hebrew 
Bible or, from the point of view of Christianity, what is called the Old Testament. Puritan 
typologists link the notion of “building a house,” which first appears in the Old 
Testament, to the metaphor of the Christian community as Temple, which one finds in the 
New Testament. Coolidge writes, “The Old Testament conceives of communal identity 
entirely in terms of the patriarchal family or ‘house’. Procreation, considered as the 
strengthening and maintaining of the patriarchal family, is the ‘building’ of the 
patriarchal house.”259 Paul further develops this idea in his Epistles. Coolidge asserts that 
Paul uses the Greek version of the verb “to build a house” or “to build” and the noun 
“building” “in a manner for which there is no exact precedent.”260  
Paul contrasts the “house built of wood and stone with the house ‘built’ by the 
generation of life in [godly] people…not by its visible institutions or its locality, or even 
by blood relationship or common traditions, but by a mysterious life permeating it.”261 
Coolidge writes, “Although at first it might seem that living people had become frozen, 
like Niobe, into stone, it soon appears that, on the contrary, the building has become a 
living, growing thing.”262 The church is made of “living stones”—and it is by sticking 
together that they constitute the edifice. Edificatory identity is collectively and 
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communally attuned. According to Coolidge, “Dismemberment will cause the destruction 
of this living body…”263  
Coolidge goes on to point out that “to build” and “to plant” are “much the same” 
and that together “the compound idea [i.e. building and planting] is set off [in Christian 
typology] against the idea of destruction.”264 Christian building and planting are 
understood in relation to the body of Christ, the antitype for both the Hebraic house and 
the Temple in the Old Testament—in short, the body of Christ is the New Testament 
form of the Temple. Christ himself is the “head” of this body, and he is the Temple’s 
cornerstone. Christian believers are living architectural “members,” incorporated into 
Christ’s building-like body. The commonplace-book of the Dedham, Massachusetts, 
pastor Joseph Belcher, now in the Massachusetts Historical Society, includes an entry 
regarding corporate “Membership.” (Figure 103) (We looked at Cotton Mather’s funeral 
sermon on Belcher as a holy walker in Chapter 2.) As Belcher indicates in his entry, the 
more believers empty themselves of self, the more nothing they become, and the more 
incorporated they are to Christ, their head.265  
They are quickened by Christ, thus living or lively stones. They are also referred 
to as foundation stones, columns, pillars, rafters, beams, and walls—Puritan writers 
discuss these and other formal features of Christian living architecture, such as the 
believer’s roofing and outworks. As Mather argues in The Christian Temple, faithful 
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Christians may also be called temples; inasmuch as they are communally a part of the 
templar body of Christ they partake of his and of that wholeness.266 The relation of 
Christians to Christ is organic—he is at once a building and a plant (such as a vine), so 
that inhabiting him (or having him inhabit you) is also an ingrafting or an implantation 
into him as a divine organism. Edification depends, then, on an exegetical splicing of 
ideas about architecture and horticulture, and this splicing enables the development of an 
animated Puritan architectural theology.  
 
Building Part 1 
 It is important, at this point, to clarify how the Puritan imagining of the human 
being to building interrelation diverges from another prevalent early modern idea about 
this matter, which is largely based on the ideas of the Roman architect and engineer 
Vitruvius.267 I take some of the theoretical architectural drawings of the Italian artist and 
architect, Francesco di Giorgio, as my counter-example.268 (Figure 104) Francesco is as 
fascinated by the relationship of person to building as Cotton Mather is, but in a different 
direction. In these drawings, from a treatise now in Florence, dating to sometime after 
1493, Francesco depicts anthropomorphic temple designs—the first two floor plans 
image churches based on ideal male proportion, and the third drawing shows a church 
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elevation modeled on the form of an idealized man. In these imaginative renderings, the 
ideal male body becomes the basis for plans of Catholic churches that might be realized. 
As theoretically directed as Francesco’s architectural writings are, they utilize the study 
of the human body (and the study of newly available versions of Vitruvius’s De 
architectura) in service of the production of physical architecture, such as the church 
seen in Figure 105, which is related in several ways to such anthropomorphic designs. In 
Francesco’s drawings we ultimately see the human form brought to bear on the theorizing 
and making of material buildings.  
 Puritan edification, on the contrary, is anti-Vitruvian: it is architecture brought to 
bear on a specific model of human subjectivity. In The Christian Temple, Mather 
comments,  
The Ancient Writers on Architecture, such as Vitruvius, inform us, That in 
the Building of a Temple, the Edifice will be Defective, as to the 
Symmetry and Proportion of it, Except it fetch from the Figure of MAN, 
the Rules of its proportion… But I must say unto you, MAN, MAN 
Himself, is the Temple, which the Lord Himself does most chuse to Dwell 
in for ever; A Temple in Comparison whereof the fairest Palace upon 
Earth is but a Dunghill.269  
 
Thus, whereas Francesco’s architectural treatises inform the production of material 
buildings, Puritan persons are understood to practice building (or edifying) as good 
Christian living. The good Puritan is characterized by means of certain architectonic 
qualities—strength or columnar uprightness, for example.  
 Near the beginning of The Christian Temple Cotton Mather writes, “[A] Good 
Man is a Temple of God,” and “[a] Rational Temple is abundantly to be Preferr’d before 
                                                
 
269 Cotton Mather, Christian Temple, 4. 
 104 
any meerly Material Temple.”270 When he says “Rational” here he means something like 
“thinking.” He commends “[the] Living Temple; A Temple that can argue about the 
Words and Works of God; A Temple that can know God, and Love God, and Praise God, 
and walk with God, and be sensible of Sweet Impressions from God…”271 Throughout 
The Christian Temple, Mather compares/contrasts the animated architectural Puritan 
individual with other works of material architecture. He quotes from Eusebius, 
comparing the Puritan-as-living-temple to the early Christian churches commissioned by 
Constantine, the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity. He suggests that a 
Puritan-person-as-architecture is the living version of a major Constantinian church like 
Old St. Peter’s (now destroyed but shown in Figure 106 in a seventeenth-century 
drawing) or akin to the Constantinian basilica on Golgotha in Jerusalem (Figure 107 is a 
plan of that building as it appeared in the seventeenth century, from a popular early 
modern travel narrative by George Sandys that Mather probably would have known). 
Borrowing a phrase from Eusebius, Mather calls the Puritan-person-as-Constantinian-
basilica: “To all Good Men, a Desirable Spectacle.”272 As I stated in the Introduction, 
Puritan ministers were enamored of “Primitive” Christianity. The early Christian Church 
was a purified Christian “Primordium,” predating the corruption that would become 
associated with later Roman Catholicism. 
Mather’s critiques of what he pejoratively calls “matchless” architecture serve as 
a common version of his argumentation against ostentation and materialism. In the 
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preface to his Bonifacius, he writes, “He that built a matchless castle for the Poles, for his 
reward, had his eyes put out, that he might not build such another. Such things are 
enough to make one sick of the world; but, my friend, they should not make thee sick of 
essays to do good in the world. A conformity to thy Saviour, and a communion with Him, 
let that carry thee through all!”273 The Polish castle’s architect is described (like an 
unacceptable painting or statue) as having been effaced for excessive materialism; 
Mather suggests that being good or doing good, through the imitation of Christ, is the 
preferable disposition, that the producer of impressive buildings misunderstands the 
purpose of life and is prideful.  
  On page 1 of The Christian Temple, Cotton Mather compares and contrasts the 
Puritan-as-living-architecture with Hagia Sophia, which he also calls a “Matchless 
Temple.” (Figure 108) He quotes Justinian as remarking that with Hagia Sophia he had 
“out-done” Solomon in the making of the (First) Temple in Jerusalem, the Old Testament 
type for Christ’s New Testament body/building. In other writings, Mather asserts that a 
Temple made of the Puritan person is superior to Justinian’s Hagia Sophia (and, by 
extension, Solomon’s Temple). In the same year he published The Christian Temple, he 
also published a text called Vigilantius, a discourse concerning the premature death of 
seven young Puritan ministers. (Figure 109) At the end of the work appears an elegy. 
(Figure 110) Referring to the writings of the Restoration-era poet and playwright, John 
Dryden, in the first highlighted section Mather describes the seven ministers as “Low-
roof’d Temples,” living architectural treatises on humility: 
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 Dryden Sayes, Look the Reformation round, 
 No Treatise of Humility is found. 
 Dryden, Thou Ly’st; They Write, and more than (so, 
 They Live Humility; they can be low. 
 Low these were always in their own Esteem, 
 But the more highly we Esteemed them. 
 Low-roof’d the Temples, but more Stately than 
 St. Sophy’s, built by Great Justinian…274 
 
In this passage the ministers who were “Low-roof’d Temples” are said to be better than 
Hagia Sophia because of their lowness, and by implication, their material modesty. 
Although it is not exactly clear what Mather means by low-roofing, it is seemingly a 
reduction in roof height to which he is referring, or perhaps a reduction in the steepness 
of a roof’s pitch—with “high-roofing” constituting pride in architectural form. This idea 
of low-roofing appears elsewhere in early modern Protestant literature, and within Puritan 
practical theology it is an architectural iteration of anti-formal form.275  
 To return to Mather’s elegy, it is curious on this page how Mather (and/or his 
printer) uses a change of typeface and the material weightiness of ink substantiating the 
word “Humility” in order to make an argument related to a dematerialized notion of 
humble living as architectural. (I will come back to this subject shortly.) At the bottom of 
the page Mather further describes the seven young ministers: “The Liberal Arts they 
knew; but understood / Most Thine, Great Antonine; That, [To be Good.] / And Good to 
Do, This was their main Delight…”276 The thorough reader of Mather’s writings will 
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notice that his reference to a “Great Antonine”—and by this he means Marcus Aurelius—
echoes that mention of Marcus Aurelius which appears in Mather’s Magnalia Christi 
Americana, which I quoted in the Introduction. You will recall, in that text, in his life of 
the minister John Brock, Mather writes, “If one had asked Mr. John Brock that question 
in Antoninus, ‘Of what art hast thou proceeded master?’ he might have truly answered, 
‘My art is to be good’…It was chiefly by being a good Christian that he proved himself a 
good artist.”277 That Mather juxtaposes an allusion to the liberal arts and an allusion to 
Marcus Aurelius’s advocacy of goodness as artistry is important. Briefly citing Marcus 
Aurelius on goodness allows Mather to concisely point to the art of good practice, even if 
it was his fellow Puritan William Ames who gave Puritans the most thorough account of 
this art.  
 Ames’s Technometria became one of the main texts utilized in the university 
education of Puritan ministers. The beginning of the book defines the art of living to God 
as an architectural practice. Figure 111 shows the original Latin passage in context—in 
the second edition of Technometria, published in a collection of writings by Ames in 
1646. In the fourth section of Thesis #1 Ames writes about the form or likeness according 
to which Christian agents might act artfully. This is the English translation:  
Every agent not acting by chance acts first because of a form, for there 
could be no action unless he should have a form preexisting within himself 
through a likeness. Surely an agent acts as from art, either according to 
natural being (if he be acting naturally) or according to intelligible being 
(if he be acting from counsel). And that likeness of the form is called an 
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idea, just as the likeness of a house preexisting in the mind of an architect 
is called the idea of a house.278  
 
This selection by Ames of an architectural image to explain the art of living to God is 
significant. Interestingly, in another section of his explication of the technometric system, 
Ames elevates architecture (or “the faculty of building well”) to the status of what he 
calls a “more dignified” and “liberal” philosophical faculty—above the “less dignified,” 
“mechanical,” or “illiberal” faculties.279 This elevation of architectural action within 
Ames’s system is coincident with the rise of the architect above the “mere” builder in the 
seventeenth century.280 And yet for neither Ames nor his fellow Puritan theologians is the 
identification of the Christian believer with the elevated position “architect” considered 
appropriate.281 The builder (a more common person) remains the figure of identification 
within the Puritan theology of edification. Neither the practice nor products of so-called 
“material architecture” are of interest to the writers I have been studying. It is, rather, the 
action of building up the mystical Church as a function of eupraxia (“the idea of the art 
of good practice”) that captures their attention and imagination.  
 That an architectural image occupies such a privileged place within Ames’s 
explication of technometry helps to explain the regularity with which university-trained 
Puritan ministers are described as spiritual “builders” in Puritan writings. These are 
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mainly individuals who studied at Oxford or Cambridge, or at Harvard early on. In the 
Epistle Dedicatory to his son Cotton Mather’s 1697 funeral sermon on Harvard College 
professor Jonathan Mitchel, Increase Mather compares Mitchel to John Preston, who had 
trained many Puritan ministers at Emmanuel College at the University of Cambridge: 
“Famous Dr. Preston chose rather to Live in Cambridge, than in any place in England, 
because by Reason of the University there, he had an Opportunity, Non modo dolare 
Lapides sed Architectos, to prepare Builders for the House of God.”282 (Figure 112) A 
more literal translation of the Latin is “not only to shape stones but builders.” The “Non 
modo” in this quotation is sometimes replaced with the words “non tantum” in similar 
passages appearing in other Puritan writings.  
In his life of Urian Oakes, a Puritan minister and early president of Harvard, 
Mather contextualizes Oakes’s decision to settle in “rustic” Cambridge by borrowing 
Preston’s formulation: “Dolare non tantum Lapides sed Artifices” [To shape not merely 
stones but artificers].283 “Non tantum” is most closely translated “not merely.” This 
emphasis on the action and practice of building is essential to the development and 
exercise of a theology of living architecture in Puritanism. Worker and work are 
conflated, building becomes builder and vice-versa, and these writers emphasize the 
intergenerational nurturing of lively-architecture-like Puritans who will edify. The aim of 
teaching for the Puritan builder-teacher is (through godly empowerment) to produce more 
builders, who, like the teacher himself, will perform in their living to God the work of 
Christian art. Here no material building results from the work of art.  
                                                
282 Increase Mather, “Epistle Dedicatory,” in Cotton Mather, Ecclesiastes. The Life of the Reverend & 
Excellent, Jonathan Mitchel (Boston, 1697), 28. 
 
283 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, 4:187. 
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In a lengthy Latin epitaph on Increase Mather published at the end of Cotton 
Mather’s filiopietistic biography (Parentator, 1724), Cotton’s brother Samuel 
incorporates the following comment: “Non tantum Lapides dolavit, / sed et Architectos 
fabricavit” [Not merely to shape stones / but to build builders].284 (Figure 113) Although 
the Latin term “Architectos” is used here and above (by Increase Mather to describe 
Jonathan Mitchel), the term does not necessarily carry the same associations as 
“architect” in English; I have found not a single instance of Puritans using the English 
word architect to refer to a godly Christian. Samuel Mather speaks to the shaping of 
Christian character that is Puritan pedagogy—in these lines he references Increase’s 
involvement with Harvard College. Samuel reports on Increase’s facility in the art of 
good conduct; in shaping his students, Increase fashioned them not into mere stones, 
rather into living, breathing builders. In imitating Increase, their teacher-builder, they 
themselves are said to become skillful and worthy to fashion the next generation of 
Puritans. Even as the Harvard student is construed as the work of art, even so, the student 
becomes, at once, an active subject and artist-pedagogue. Like Cotton Mather had in his 
elegy in the Vigilantius, Samuel Mather goes on in his epitaph on Increase to underline 
how a man as learned as Increase still knew his priorities with regard to art: “In Caeteris 
Artibus peritus; / In Arte Deo Vivendi petitissimus / Multijuga Eruditione florentissimus” 
[Learned in other liberal arts, / Learned most in one art, / the art of Godly living].285 
(Figure 114)  
                                                
284 Samuel Mather, “Epitaphium,” in Cotton Mather, Parentator (Boston, 1724), n.p. Note that William 
Scheick translates these lines more indirectly: “Not only did he sculpt students, / but sculptors of students 
did he make.” See Increase Mather and Cotton Mather, Two Mather Biographies: ‘Life and Death’ and 
‘Parentator,’ ed. William J. Scheick (Bethlehem, Penn.: Lehigh University Press, 1989), 218.  
 
285 Samuel Mather, “Epitaphium,” n.p. This English translation is Scheick’s. See Increase Mather and 
Cotton Mather, Two Mather Biographies, 219. 
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In his life of the English minister, Thomas Hill, in A Collection of the Lives of Ten 
Eminent Divines, Samuel Clarke writes of his subject’s investment in teaching/tutoring 
students at Emmanuel College at Cambridge, terming Hill a “wise Master-builder” and 
referring to his work there as the “polishing of builders.”286 (Figure 115) The minister as 
“wise Master-builder” and “polisher of builders” is aptly compared to the description of 
Increase Mather as a “builder of builders,” as well as to the Mathers on Preston, Mitchel, 
and Oakes as shapers of builders and/or artificers. In this collection of biographies, 
Clarke later refers to “St. Paul” as a “Master-builder,” too.287 Here, as in the previous 
passages, Puritan authors elide architectural reification—the object of edificatory action 
is a subject; builders model living buildings who are also builders. And an insistence that 
the material making of houses and/or church buildings is “mere” operates (discursively) 
to circumscribe—indeed to circumcise—the significance of physical architecture.  
 Like the discourse of the art of living to God as a whole (of which it is a part), 
Puritan edification serves as a negotiation of the Calvinist doctrine of predestination 
which, though it disallows the possibility of the assurance of salvation through good 
works, also extols goodness and virtuous action and allows that visible signs of Christic 
incorporation might be vectors demonstrating probability of election. Further, edification 
is conditioned by a desire for liberation from aspects of the Anglican ecclesiastical 
establishment and a desire for the proliferation, or the “dissemination,” of “godly” 
religion. Edification displaces a focus on the authoritative bodies of Catholic and 
Anglican ecclesial figureheads with a focus on the materially absented body of Christ. 
                                                
 
286 Clarke, Lives of Ten Eminent Divines, 86. 
 
287 Ibid., 145 
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The more Puritan believers conform themselves to the transcendent, missing body of 
Christ, the more they (somehow) go missing as material bodies themselves.  
The stress Puritan writers lay on materially liberated architectural action should 
give us pause with respect to the materialist analysis of Puritan culture. For scholars in 
the early twenty-first century, it is impossible to lose sight of the very material ways in 
which Puritan anti-architecture was developed and disseminated. To return to the book 
with which I began, sent as a gift from Cotton Mather to “John Winthrop,” Mather’s 
efforts to have the book published and to dispatch it to Winthrop are the result of a 
complex web of material relations—social, economic, political—and to us the creation of 
a book is unquestionably a material process. The Christian Temple is an object designed 
to edify—a so-called edifying text. In terms of the role of man-made material architecture 
in the production and consumption of The Christian Temple, from Cotton Mather’s diary 
(for us itself a material thing) we know that the book was conceived as an essay and 
never delivered as a sermon.288 In this sense, it was alienated from the physical space of 
the meetinghouse.  
But it is probable that Mather composed the essay in the study of his house in the 
North End of Boston, and that it was then printed within and distributed from man-made 
material buildings by Bartholomew Green. The text was sent to a “John Winthrop,” who 
would have received and (maybe) have read it in his own man-made material house. 
According to Mather’s essay, both he and Winthrop can understand themselves—or, the 
best versions of themselves—as living architecture. From the perspective of the Puritan 
discourse of edification they are, then, animated Puritan architecture living in dead 
                                                
288 See Cotton Mather, Diary of Cotton Mather (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1957), 1:524-
525. 
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houses. One begins to see the complexities involved in analyzing the role of material 
things and material architecture in the advancement of Puritan anti-architecture. Our own 
perspective as humanities scholars will tend to lay emphasis on material signification. 
Thus material social relations, the materiality of print, the Puritans’ physical houses, and 
the heavy black ink constituting the word “Humility” as it is printed in Mather’s 
Vigilantius elegy will be as important (if not more so) than the message conveyed by the 
use of that black ink, which is in its essence anti-material and anti-architectural.    
 
Building Part 2 
Puritans wanted to be living stones. As the cornerstone of their faith, Christ was 
the beginning of the foundation, the basis from which all else was built.289 1 Peter 2:4-5 
reads, “To whom coming, as unto a living stone, disallowed indeed of men, but chosen of 
God and precious, Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy 
priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ.” The saints 
were Peter-like, chosen by Christ, and the collection of individual believers was the 
foundation of Puritan religion. Puritans may have discarded the Roman Catholic belief 
that the pope was the figure who carried on Peter’s status as the rock of Christian 
religion, but as with many of the aspects of Catholic religion rejected by them, they 
developed their own version of a theology of building to displace that of Catholics.  
The Boston minister, John Cotton, utilized the trope of the living stone when 
writing of the Hartford divine, Samuel Stone, in 1652: 
How well (dear Brother) art thou called Stone?  
                                                
289 On Christ-as-cornerstone, see Gerhard B. Ladner, “The Symbolism of the Biblical Cornerstone in the 
Medieval West,” Medieval Studies 4 (1942): 43-60. 
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As sometimes Christ did Simon Cephas own. 
A Stone for solid firmness, fit to rear 
A part in Zions wall : and it upbear 
Like Stone of Bohan, Bounds fit to describe, 
’Twixt Church and Church, as that ’twixt Tribe and Tribe. 
Like Samuel’s Stone, erst Eben-Ezer hight; 
To tell the Lord hath helpt us with his might. 
Like Stone in Davids sling, the head to wound 
Of that huge Giant-Church, (so far renownd)290 (Figure 116) 
 
Samuel Stone becomes many different biblical stones, attacking and displacing those of 
the Catholic Church, figured here as Goliath. In the funerary literature on Stone, another 
writer (“E.B.”) puns on Stone’s name: “A Squared Stone, became Christs Building rare; / 
A Peter’s Living lively Stone, (so Reared).”291 Elect Puritans formed a “Living, lively” 
temple building that competed with more worldly temples.  
 The living or lively stone had its lesser counterpart: the “dead stone.” As Thomas 
Hill had put it at the end of The Season for Englands Selfe-Reflection, and Advancing 
Temple-Work, delivered before Parliament in 1644 in the midst of the English Civil War, 
“The Apostle [i.e. Paul] represents Christ as the Living Stone, and if you come to him as 
lively stones, yee are built up a spirituall house; Temple-worke will not bee advanced by 
dead stones.”292 (Figure 117) And in a sermon dating to 1650, the English Puritan 
minister, John Owen, writes of edification: 
Jesus Christ is the Builder of this House…This is a not a Fabrick for any 
workman but Christ. It is true, there are others imployed under him: and 
some so excellent, that they may be said to be wise master-builders, 
2.Cor.3.10. But yet all the Efficacy of the labour in this building is not 
from themselves, but meerly from him, by whom they are imployed…If 
                                                
290 John Cotton, “To my Reverend Dear Brother, M. Samuel Stone, Teacher of the Church at Hartford,” in 
Samuel Stone, A Congregational Church Is a Catholike Visible Church (London, 1652), n.p. 
 
291 E.B., quoted in Jeffrey A. Hammond, The American Puritan Elegy: A Literary and Cultural Study 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 114. 
 
292 Thomas Hill, The Season for Englands Selfe-Reflection, and Advancing Temple-Work (London, 1644), 
37.  
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dead stones live, it must be, by hearing the voyce of the Son of God.293 
(Figure 118)   
 
In this passage Owen develops an architectural version of the idea of borrowed light.294 
Such light makes the living stone warm, and warmth is a quality that separates the living 
from the dead stone. In a 1682 treatise, John Flavel writes, “If thou lay thine hand upon a 
stone wall, and feel it warm, thou mayest conclude the Sun beams have shone upon it; for 
warmth is not naturally in dead stones. Our love to God is but the reflex beam of his love 
to us, and we know there can be no reflex without a direct beam.”295 (Figure 119) 
An interesting manuscript survives in the collections of the Connecticut Historical 
Society in which the term, “dead stones,” is used. Adam Blakeman and Thomas Hanford, 
ministers at Stratford and Norwalk, Connecticut, respectively, coauthored a long letter to 
the Connecticut General Court in the winter of 1664-65 concerning the membership 
policy for the Congregational church. The Court was attempting to liberalize membership 
by approving the so-called “Half-Way Covenant.” This would allow children of the 
second generation of Puritans in New England to attain church membership because their 
parents had themselves “covenanted.” Blakeman and Hanford were conservatives who 
disagreed with the Half-Way Covenant. They wrote the following, voicing their 
opposition: 
But if the 2d Generation, doe reteine their membership, by virtue of their 
first Parents Couenanting for them in their minoritye, then in case all those 
Proparents be deceased, the 2d Generation would bee a true Church 
without any farther act or Couenanting; If they bee a true Church then, 
                                                
 
293 John Owen, The Branch of the Lord, The Beauty of Sion (Edinburgh, 1650), 27. 
 
294 See the “Shining (after Copernicus)” section of my second chapter. 
 
295 John Flavell, Two Treatises: The First, Of Fear…The Second, The Righteous Mans Refuge in the Evil 
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they haue full power to transact all church affaires, & acts of discerning; 
but from those acts they are excluded (by some) yet accounted Compleat 
members; which is as much as to say there is a Compleat Church where 
there is nothing but a company of dead stones, & no Possibility of acting 
in Church affaires: And will not this make way or Classes, & to exercise 
the power of Churches, which (according to christ) should be exercised 
within themselues & so the ordinance of christ be made of none effect? 
against which the Churches haue testifyed both in profession & practise. 
And if we build againe the things wee haue destroyed, shall wee not be 
Transgresors?296              
 
To be a “company of dead stones” was to assume the mere appearance of the collective 
building blocks of the true temple. It was to be part of an improper, because structurally 
unsound, building. Those who embraced the Half-Way Covenant argued that being so 
covenanted they were as much potential living stones as the fully covenanted were. The 
Puritans who were labeled dead stones, whatever the reasons for them being so labeled, 
were thought of as surface without substance.   
 The metaphor of the self-as-stone was inherently communal. The temple edifice 
that the living stones constituted was made of many stones, stones that worked together 
and were supportive of one another.297 In Of Plymouth Plantation, that colony’s second 
governor, William Bradford, utilized this concept as a part of a historical rhetoric. He 
describes the Pilgrims’ rationale for leaving Leiden (in the Netherlands) and coming to 
America: “Lastly (and which was not least), a great hope and inward zeal they had of 
laying some good foundation, or at least to make some way thereunto, for the propagating 
and advancing the gospel in the kingdom of Christ in those remote parts of the world; 
                                                
296 The Connecticut Historical Society, MSS General Assembly, Folder 1631-1699, quoted in G. William 
Beardslee and William M. Baillie, “‘A Company of Dead Stones’: The Half-Way Covenant and 
Conservative Dissent,” Connecticut Historical Society Bulletin 57:3-4 (1992): 135. 
 
297 On the collectivity of Puritan selfhood, see William J. Scheick, “Standing in the Gap: Urian Oakes’s 
Elegy on Thomas Shepard,” Early American Literature 9:3 (1975): 301-306.  
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yea, though they should be but even as stepping-stones unto others for the performing of 
so great a work.”298 
 The pillars that stood in the Temple as described in the Bible were named Jachin 
and Boaz. (Figure 120) They were architectural forms personified, representing the 
uprightness and strength upon which the Temple was founded. In Puritan practical 
theology godly Puritans are frequently described as pillars. Heaven’s gain was the earthly 
community’s loss, and Puritan writers refer to the deaths of important community 
members, especially men with leadership roles, as missing and/or displaced pillars. 
Samuel Willard writes, “When a Saint Dies there is manifold ground of mourning; there 
is then a Pillar pluckt out of the Building, a Foundation Stone taken out of the Wall.”299 
Upon the death of Thomas Savage of Boston, Willard wondered, “When the Pillars are 
gone, how shall the building stand?…When the Wall is pluckt down and the hedge is 
removed, who shall keep out the Bore of the Wilderness.”300 He incorporates a reference 
to the ordering capacity of the hedge, juxtaposing it with the ordering power of a person-
as-pillar. (Bear this in mind when, in short order, I discuss edification and/as planting.) 
One writer hails Governor John Winthrop the Younger of Connecticut a “pretious Pillar 
in his earthly station.”301 The minister and early president of Harvard College, Charles 
Chauncy, termed his fellow minister, John Davenport, of New Haven, Connecticut, a 
                                                
 
298 William Bradford, quoted in Puritans in the New World, 19. 
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“strong pillar” or “validam…columnam” who had fallen.302 The godly person as a pillar 
or a column is a kind of vertical hyphen, connecting the earthly and the heavenly spheres. 
The person pillar is an “I,” but a type of “I” that depends upon self-cancellation (a “Not I, 
but Christ”). 
 Chauncy himself was the subject of the most elaborate expression of edificatory 
selfhood created in the culture of New England Puritanism. Edward Taylor, who as a 
student had known Chauncy at Harvard, composed a complex building-shaped elegy 
upon Chauncy’s death in 1671 that is the earliest known Anglo-American pattern 
poem.303 (Figure 121) Pattern poetry (in Latin carmina figurata) is the forerunner of 
modern concrete poetry, and it uses shape both to constrain one’s versifying and to create 
meaning visually in a way that most other poems do not.304 In pattern poetry verses are 
organized to form a picture and the picture typically relates to the topic or content of the 
poem.  
We have many English pattern poems from the seventeenth century—a famous 
example is the metaphysical poet, George Herbert’s “Easter Wings,” which appeared in 
The Temple, a collection of poems published posthumously in 1633.305 (Figures 122 and 
                                                
 
302 Charles Chauncy, quoted in Hammond, American Puritan Elegy, 114. 
 
303 On Taylor’s early life, including his years at Harvard, see Edward Taylor, The Diary of Edward Taylor, 
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304 The best book-length source on pattern poetry in English is Dick Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an 
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305 George Herbert, The Temple (Cambridge, Eng., 1633), 34-35. According to Higgins there are no known 
English pattern poems dating from the eighteenth century. See Higgins, Pattern Poetry, 105. I myself know 
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123) Taylor was very much interested in Herbert’s poetry. The relation of shape to 
textual content in “Easter Wings” is key to the poem’s meaning. In the most basic sense, 
its two stanzas each take the shape of bird’s or angel’s wings and relate to the writer’s 
desire to combine/fly in closeness with God, and to the spiritual elevation with which 
meditative poetry could supply a writer. As the lines contract, moving toward the center 
of each of the two pages, Herbert describes fallen man’s loss of the originary image of 
God as both impoverishment and thinning. The broadest parts of each of the two stanzas, 
which read as the outer edges of wings, use linear lengthening to connote rising, flight, 
and growth in Christ.  
Another well-known example of early modern English pattern poetry is Robert 
Herrick’s “The Pillar of Fame,” which appears at the end of his important collection 
entitled Hesperides (1648).306 (Figure 124) In this poem Herrick compares and contrasts 
the resilience of the written word as an expression of fame with that of the sculptural 
monument. From Horace’s “exegi monumentum” in the Odes to Shakespeare’s 55th 
Sonnet, writers have made the claim that man-made stone and metal monuments are more 
susceptible to deterioration over time than works of literary genius.307 I introduce Herrick 
here to better describe how Taylor’s building elegy both grows out of and diverges from 
                                                                                                                                            
of no eighteenth-century American pattern poems. Although Higgins asserts that the earliest American 
pattern poem is an “elaborate acromesotelestic” by Edward Taylor dating to 1674, Taylor’s building elegy 
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306 Robert Herrick, Hesperides (London, 1648), 398. 
 
307 See William Shakespeare, The Poems and Sonnets of William Shakespeare (Ware, Hertfordshire, UK: 
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this strand of early modern British poetry. The exegi monumentum is itself a kind of 
poetic iconoclasm. In the spirit of the exegi monumentum, Taylor’s elegy supplants a 
stone monument as a memorialization of Chauncy. On the other hand, Taylor’s poem 
figures Chauncy’s work as an artist or artificer in building up Christ and the Church, 
rather than building up himself. In this sense, Taylor is very different from both 
Shakespeare and Herrick, whose interest in fame (to a Puritan such as Taylor) would 
seem much more self-interested or worldly. As we will see, Taylor goes to some lengths 
to show how Chauncy when built up as a building is nevertheless at odds with himself—a 
vexed version of individuated personhood.   
Before further discussing and analyzing Taylor’s building elegy, I would like to 
provide some examples of how Taylor’s interest in edification manifests itself in his other 
(i.e. non-building-shaped) poetry—first, I want to look at the verses he composed upon 
the death of Zechariah Symmes, who was pastor of the Church of Christ at Charlestown, 
Massachusetts, and died in 1670/71. (Figure 125) Taylor writes of God’s/Christ’s 
architectural desires: 
 [He’d have] them build his house complete, compact, 
 [Measures the]n gave them on the mount exact 
[The whic]h they tended. & this Sims (alass 
[He ha]th laid down his Square) a Builder was  
[As well as] Pillar, & a Builder who 
[Both built], & long up[held] the building too.308 
 
As characterized by Taylor, Symmes is both a builder and a building. It is important to 
realize, as well, that Taylor is playing on Symmes’s first name, Zechariah, the Old 
Testament prophet whose biblical narrative is organized around the building of the 
Temple in Jerusalem.  
                                                
308 Taylor, Minor Poetry, 21. 
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We have already seen in the memorial tributes to Samuel Stone that witty play on 
people’s names is common in Puritan poetry. Another edification-related elegy by Taylor 
from this early period incorporates verses derived from anagrams on the subject, John 
Allen’s surname. Allen was a Puritan pastor who lived and worked at Dedham, 
Massachusetts, and he died in 1671. Taylor writes, 
The GRACES ALL ON Allen showing bright  
Are calld ALL IN bed, & bid Good night 
*** of *** builder *** building  
  Temples for Christ, who builded builders yielding 
 Of him a testimony full, & just, 
 Hath Pitcht his Tabernacle in the Dust.309 
 
The Puritan cultural investment in shining comes together with edification in this elegy, 
so that Allen as builder-building is likewise said to have “showed bright” in graces. 
We can see that even when he is not writing pattern poems Taylor—especially in 
his early poetry—is preoccupied with edification. Indeed edification becomes for him a 
topic for thinking through the practice of poetic composition (which is itself a kind of 
literary “building”).310 The acrostic is the primary unit of the shaped poem in early 
modern English literature.311 Most acrostics use basic biographical information, 
especially the name, to form a single vertical column, from which the rest of the poem is 
then derived. See, for instance, the painted acrostic epitaph on merchant William Smart 
(died 1599) in the church of Saint-Mary-le-Tower at Ipswich, Suffolk. (Figure 126) A 
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New England Puritan example appears at lower right in Figure 127, a broadside elegy on 
Lydia Minot of Dorchester, Massachusetts, who died in 1667. One finds three anagrams 
on the lower half of the page, as well.312 I illustrate this elegy on Minot in particular to 
point out that although Puritan women are rarely, if ever, called “pillars” or “columns” in 
Puritan biographical literatures, acrostic poetry makes the visual argument that, like men, 
they might be regarded as pillar-like or columnar.  
 The literary historian, Jeffrey Hammond, has observed that acrostics “found 
precedent in the alphabetical verses of Lamentations and in nine Psalms in which each 
line begins with the succeeding letter in the Hebrew alphabet (Psalms 9, 10, 25, 34, 37, 
111, 112, 119, and 145).”313 Thus the Bible provided a pattern for the pursuit of this type 
of verse. In his elegy on Charles Chauncy, Edward Taylor deploys a highly elaborate 
“Quadruble Acrostick” to create the building elegy’s structure. Prior to developing his 
elegy on Chauncy, Taylor composed a triple acrostic elegy on Francis Willoughby, 
Deputy Governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, who died in 1671. (Figure 128) 
(Note: this elegy on Willoughby is replete with descriptions of the subject’s lapidary 
sparkling.) Taylor uses Willoughby’s full name (“FRANCIS WILLOUGHBY”) to create 
the poem’s three columns. We might think of this elegy as a kind of close-up of part of a 
building, showing, say, a section of a colonnade. With his elegy on Chauncy, Taylor 
                                                
 
312 In Puritan anagrams letters of a deceased person’s name, if (un)scrambled, could reveal instructive yet 
previously hidden messages. Some examples: Benjamin Tompson’s anagram on Elizabeth Tompson: “o i 
am blest on top”; John Wilson’s three anagrams based on the Latin form of John Norton’s name: “Nonne is 
honoratus?” (“is he not to be honored?”), “Jesu! Annon Thronos?” (“Jesus! Is not [yours] the throne?”), 
and “Annon Jesu Honor Sit?” (“Is there not to be honor to Jesus?”); and John Wilson’s English anagram on 
Norton: “Into Honnor.” See Kenneth B. Murdock, Literature and Theology in Colonial New England 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), 9; Early American Latin Verse, 1625-1825: An Anthology, 
ed., with intro. and notes Leo M. Kaiser (Chicago: Bolchazy-Carducci, 1984), 14; and Murdock (as in this 
note), 90-91. All quoted in Hammond, American Puritan Elegy, 173. 
 
313 Hammond, American Puritan Elegy, 172. Hammond supplies examples of acrostics on 172-173. 
 
 123 
zooms out to provide a view of the entire side elevation of a building. The poem relates 
specifically to the forms of early brick buildings at Harvard. Taylor almost surely 
modeled the poem’s overall shape on a Harvard College building that is now destroyed, 
though similar to the side elevations of Massachusetts Hall, for instance, which was built 
from 1718-20 and still stands in Harvard Yard today. (Figure 129) 
 The framing members of the superstructure of the building read “CHARLES 
CHA / VNCY.” And down below in the three columns there: “PRESIDENTD Y ED / 
ACALINCHVRCHES / [ACALINCHVRCHES].” Where the superstructure meets the 
substructure, Taylor has indicated that the “Trible” of the “Quadruble Acrostick” “is an 
anagram”: “Charles Chauncy” becomes “A Call in Churches.”314 Whereas the textual 
content of this elegy is not especially rich in overtly architectural associations, the poem 
is, through its shape, a part of Taylor’s edificatory writings. The building’s roof is 
peculiarly truncated, and this may be Taylor cropping the pitch of Chauncy’s “roofing.” 
That Taylor has almost certainly used a side elevation rather than a façade as a basis for 
the elegy is significant. In doing this he associates his poetic practice and the presentation 
of godly examples with the indirect (unfrontal, or not facing) view.  
 One topic through which Puritan ministers think about and theorize formalism is 
the architectural frontispiece. Note that the word “frontispiece” is employed in early 
modern England to refer first to the heavily designed and ornamented architectural “face” 
of a building, and only secondarily to what we now call the “frontispiece” of a book. 
Indeed, within books frontispieces are now termed frontispieces because of the 
                                                
314 In the Oxford English Dictionary “trible” is related to the words “treble” and “triple.” As such, it means 
“consisting of three members.” Taylor refers to the tripartite structure of the lower half of the poem.  
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development in the early modern period of an architectonic type of title page.315 In The 
Godly Mans Picture, Drawn with a Scripture-Pensil (1666), Thomas Watson describes 
the character of “the godly man,” distinguishing it from that of the sinner. (Figure 130) 
Watson refers several times herein to the architectural frontispiece. Early in the work he 
writes, “The godly are as well an Holy as a Royal Priesthood, I. Pet. 2. 9. Nor have they 
only a Frontispiece of holiness like the Egyptian Temples, which were fair without; but 
they are like Solomons Temple, which hath gold within; they have written upon their 
heart Holiness to the Lord: The holiness of the Saints consists in their conformity to Gods 
Will, which is the rule and pattern of all Holiness.”316 For an example of the type of 
Egyptian temple frontispiece Watson means, see Figure 131, which shows the 
frontispiece of the Great Temple at Abu Simbel.   
 Puritan theologians are preoccupied with theorizing the art of living to God in 
terms of architectural integrity, contrasting it with the hypocrisy of the sinner, which is 
epitomized in connection with the masking function of the architectural frontispiece. 
Later in The Godly Mans Picture, Watson writes of how the “godly man is much in 
closet-prayer”:  
Hypocrites, who have nothing of religion, besides the frontispiece, love to 
bee seen. Christ hath Characterized them, Mat. 6. 5. They love to pray in 
the corners of the streets, that they may be seen: The hypocrite is devout 
in the Temple; there all will gaze on him; but he is a stranger to secret 
communion with God; he is in the Church a Saint, but in his closet an 
Atheist; a good Christian holds secret intelligence with heaven…317  
 
                                                
 
315 On the early history of title pages in Europe, see Margaret M. Smith, The Title-Page, Its Early 
Development, 1460-1510 (New Castle, Del.: Oak Knoll Press, 2000). 
 
316 Watson, Godly Mans Picture, 35. 
 
317 Ibid., 241. 
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In the epistle dedicatory to a 1657 sermon based on Psalms 37:37 (“Mark the 
perfect man, and behold the upright: for the end of that man is peace”) and entitled The 
Upright Mans Character and Crown (Figure 132), Watson argues,   
[I]f there be any thing of moment to be look’d after, it is truth in the 
inward parts, by this we resemble him who is Truth; and without it our title 
to heaven is but forged…How many glorious frontispieces of profession 
have fallen, because built upon unsound and crack’d foundations; it is the 
designes of this ensuing discourse to Characterize, and decipher the 
upright man…We have many sights to be seene in this City, but if there be 
any shew worth seeing, it is to behold the upright man, who hath the Spirit 
of glory, and of God resting on him. Uprightnesse is that currant coyne 
which hath Gods impresse stamped upon it, and though it may want 
something of angelical perfection, yet it shall alwayes have graines of 
allowance…318 
 
The upright man is, for Watson, a sight worth seeing, in competition (for the visitor to 
London’s attention) with the man-made material monuments and buildings. He is “that 
currant coyne which hath Gods impresse stamped upon it.”  
Watson goes on to suggest that a person’s frontispiece-like exterior is always an 
expression of interior character, but following from rather than preceding it: 
The upright man is a pattern of holinesse; he treads evenly; he walks as 
Christ did 1 Joh. 2.8. Though the maine work of Religion lies within, yet 
our light must so shine, that others may behold it; The foundation of 
sincerity is in the heart, yet its beautiful frontispiece appears in the 
conversation. The Saints are called jewels, because they cast a sparkling 
lustre in the eyes of others. An upright Christian is like Solomons Temple, 
gold within and without: sincerity is a holy leaven, which if it be in the 
heart, will work it self into the life, and make it swell and rise as high as 
heaven, Phil.3.20.319  
 
Thus, the upright man is a human version of a precious metal (gold) as well as leavened 
bread dough. He is risen because of his practice of the sincere art of living to God, and 
                                                
 
318 Thomas Watson, The Upright Mans Character and Crown (London, 1657), “Epistle Dedicatory,” n.p. 
 
319 Ibid., 38-39. 
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his appearance, if it is at all fine, this results from the yeast-like interior working of God 
of Christ that leads to good practice; appearance is not prior to that working.320  
Although architectural frontispieces were not in and of themelves heavily coded 
as Catholic in early Modern England, for many Puritan writers they took on associations 
of problematic worldly outwardness associated with Catholicism.321 As a part of the 
Anglican Counter-Reformation, led by the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, 
who came to power in the English Church during the 1630s, a number of elaborate (and 
sometimes quasi-Catholic) frontispieces were constructed in England. Two particularly 
impressive examples were executed while Laud was Chancellor of the University of 
Oxford—in quadrangles at St. John’s College and Oriel College. (Figures 133 and 134) 
While the St. John’s College frontispiece is an example of the importation of Italianate 
classicism to the British Isles, the latter is much more of a hybrid, combining a kind of 
ornamental gablework and detailing that is Flemish in origin with both Gothic and 
Renaissance design elements (with Gothic predominant). The frontispiece from the Front 
Quadrangle at Oriel College is boldly capped with a chubby statue of the Virgin Mary 
holding the Christ child. Laud was vehemently anti-Calvinist, and he worked hard to 
reverse many of the reforms that had been instituted in the English Church under Puritan-
leaning leaders such as Elizabeth I, including reforms related to art and architecture.322 
                                                
 
320 For a productive analysis of the relation between interior and exterior as it pertains to Christian image 
theory, see Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “Visible, Yet Secret: Images as Signs of Friendship in Seuse,” Oxford 
German Studies 36:2 (2007): 141-162. 
 
321 Indeed so-called “Cromwellian classicism” sometimes incorporated highly decorative frontispieces. See 
Timothy Mowl and Brian Earnshaw, Architecture Without Kings: The Rise of Puritan Classicism under 
Cromwell (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1995).     
 
322 See Graham Parry, The Arts of the Anglican Counter-Reformation: Glory, Laud and Honour 
(Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 2006).  
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Long after he was beheaded for treason during the English Civil War (in 1645), Laud’s 
reforms remained symbolic, for Puritan writers, of sin and worldliness. Watson’s and 
other Puritan authors’ usage of the architectural frontispiece as a figure of hypocrisy or 
ostentation may well have something to do with Laud’s investment in installing major 
frontispieces at Oxford and elsewhere.    
Self-consciousness about the limitations of writing as a form of expression and a 
sense of his own impotence as a writer often enters into Edward Taylor’s poetry. In an 
excellent essay on the figure of the knot as a model for understanding Puritan literature, 
Michael Clark describes “the failure of language” as a “popular theme in Taylor’s poetry 
and in that of other religious poets.”323 He calls upon William Ames’s concept of the 
“crucified phrase” to characterize Taylor’s poetic self-consciousness.324 Ames described 
godly writing as (in Clark’s words) “[a] dramatic cancellation of the sensible basis of 
language and experience.”325 Puritan poetry is, in this respect and according to Clark, “a 
ritual gesture which cancelled words and things in the sacramental hush of the poem.”326  
In looking at his building elegy, one senses that the production of this poem was 
for Taylor a kind of ritual gesture, perhaps even a cancellation. Taylor’s poem is, among 
other things, a Puritan version (and displacement) of the tradition of the Catholic chantry 
in England. Chantries were chapels commissioned in late medieval and early modern 
England by Catholics so that surviving clergy could say masses and loved ones could say 
                                                
 
323 Clark, “Honeyed Knot,” 77. 
 
324 William Ames, from The Marrow of Sacred Divinity, quoted in ibid., 79. 
 
325 Clark, “Honeyed Knot,” 79. 
 
326 Ibid., 82. 
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prayers for the dead.327 Chantries could be interior to larger church structures, or they 
could adjoin them. They could also stand on their own. One especially remarkable late 
medieval chantry that combines poetry and architecture in a complex way is the Clopton 
chantry chapel adjoining Holy Trinity Church at Long Melford in Essex. (Figure 135) 
Commissioned in the final decade of the fifteenth century by John Clopton, the chapel’s 
interior bears two still-legible sets of verses excerpted and adapted from the writings of 
the late medieval monk-poet John Lydgate. (Figure 136) After Chaucer, Lydgate was 
perhaps the most important late medieval English poet. Although I will not go into the 
interrelation of chantry architecture/function and Lydgate’s verses here, the literary 
historian Jennifer Floyd has, in a recent dissertation, underlined the complexity of poetic-
architectural coordination at the Clopton chantry.328 
With the Reformation came the Protestant abandonment of the Catholic doctrine 
of purgatory, and chantry building and praying for the dead were widely regarded as 
economical misappropriation and/or idolatry. Henry VIII and Edward VI implemented 
the Abolition of Chantries Act (1545 and 1547), which eventually led to the disuse of 
chantries (at least for the purposes for which they were originally designed). Of course 
colleges and universities were often founded in England as chantries, and the naming of 
colleges and universities was many times associated with the person to whom masses or 
prayers should be said. The naming of colleges in the British colonies, such as Harvard, 
grew out of this practice, which had begun long before the Protestant Reformation. No 
                                                
 
327 See Simon Roffey, The Medieval Chantry Chapel: An Archaeology (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: Boydell 
Press, 2007). 
 
328 See Jennifer Eileen Floyd, “Writing on the Wall: John Lydgate’s Architectural Verse” (Ph.D. diss., 
Stanford University, 2008). The ceiling beams of the Clopton chantry bear small scrolls with prayers in 
Latin. The chapel also houses a late medieval Lily-Crucifixion in stained glass. 
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college was ever named for Chauncy, and Taylor’s poem is very much involved in the 
iconoclastic displacement of Catholic chantry culture in Protestantism. The builtness of 
the poem excises, by a “sacramental hush,” the more obdurately material builtness of a 
chantry or college bearing the name Chauncy.         
Taylor’s building elegy also relates to and diverges from the country house poem, 
a popular poetic form during the seventeenth century in England.329 The genre is usually 
said to begin with Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst” (1616), which praises Robert Sidney by 
means of attention to his home, Penshurst Place. The country house poem is rooted in 
classical pastoral poetry by, for example, Horace and Martial. Perhaps the most famous 
of all country house poems is Andrew Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House,” composed in 
the 1650s, though not published until after Marvell’s death (in 1681).330 Marvell’s poem 
uses his patron Thomas, Lord Fairfax’s country house, at Nun Appleton in Yorkshire, as 
the basis for praising him. (Figure 137) Taylor’s building elegy on Chauncy is, in a way, 
a sort of anti-worldly Puritan country house poem. Chauncy is worthy of praise not for 
his material wealth, but because built up in, through, with, and by Christ. The praise is 
directed ultimately not to Chauncy but to God or Christ, and the pastoral setting is an 
estate not in Yorkshire but in paradise.  
The presentation of a building’s side elevation in Taylor’s elegy on Chauncy is 
not a complete and utter “crucifixion” or “cancellation,” but it is in something like this 
spirit that we can understand Taylor’s decision not to base the poem on a building’s 
                                                
 
329 For an introduction to and collection of country house poems, see Alastair Fowler, ed., The Country 
House Poem: A Cabinet of Seventeenth-Century Estate Poems and Related Items (Edinburgh, Scotland: 
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330 See Andrew Marvell, “Upon Appleton House,” in Miscellaneous Poems (London, 1681), 76-103. 
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façade.331 For it is facing, above all else, that signified directness of access to God and/or 
the supernatural in Puritanism. Here Taylor provides an indirect look at a templar Charles 
Chauncy. If Chauncy’s name and title are the basis for the poem’s columns, the words 
that stretch from left to right across the page take the place of windows (as in the side 
elevation of Massachusetts Hall). And yet words are not simply windows. In the context 
of Puritan poetry, the word-as-window is likewise a shutter. Michael Clark sums up the 
self-critical tenor of Puritan poetics by quoting Taylor: “I eate my Word…I now Unsay 
my Say.”332 
Though it seems to have been uncommon, some Puritans composed acrostics on 
themselves as a form of meditational writing. Two such auto-acrostics appear in a 
commonplace-book in the collections of the New England Historic Genealogical Society 
in Boston.333 (Figures 138 and 139) The man who composed the poems, John Dane, was 
a Puritan and tailor who lived in Ipswich, Massachusetts, in the late seventeenth 
century.334 Both address Dane’s relationship to Christ. The second acrostic faces another 
he has written on the phrase “CHRIST MY RIGHTIOUSNES.” (Figure 140) It is this 
form of facing—the facing of the believer and Christ—that provides the model for the 
anti-formal art of living to God. Dane rehearses edificatory living through writing. He 
considers what it is to be columnar. Notably, and meaningfully, the column of text 
                                                
 
331 In this sense Taylor’s poem participates in the tradition of the carmen cancellatum, a form that became 
important to Christian devotional writing beginning with the fourth-century poetry (in Latin) of Publilius 
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constituting Dane’s acrostic on Christ is much longer than the column of text constituting 
either of the acrostics on his own name.  
 Before I move on to a discussion of the importance of planting to the theorization 
of edification, I want to compare the Puritan theological investment in a type of building 
that does not result in the production of a durable structure to a similar building project in 
the annals of performance art: namely, Allan Kaprow’s 1967 happening called Fluids. 
The text of the flyer advertising the happening, which took place in and around the city of 
Los Angeles, reads as follows: “During three days, about twenty rectangular enclosures 
of ice blocks (measuring about 30 feet long, 10 wide and 8 high) are built throughout the 
city. Their walls are unbroken. They are left to melt.” (Figure 141) In the fugitivity of the 
act of building, Kaprow’s project resembles the building actions of godly Puritans. It is 
like Taylor “Unsaying his Say.” As with Francis Alÿs’s Paradox of Praxis, the work is 
made/unmade by melting. Much as Puritan builders waged their temple-work by building 
together with Christ and other godly believers, Kaprow enlists other interested parties, 
through a social compact, to create a communal building action. As I will explore in the 
conclusion to this dissertation, documentation of art actions in more recent performance 
practices is, in many respects, an analogue to the biographical literatures of Puritanism, 
which document the art actions of the godly.335 (Figure 142) 
 
Ingrafting 
The Puritan theological concept of edification combines ideas about architecture 
and horticulture, so that living buildings and builders are also thought of as living plants 
                                                
335 Kaprow’s Fluids has been re-performed numerous times. For a collection of documents related to one 
such re-performance, see Allan Kaprow, Fluids (Köln: König, 2005). 
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who are rooted in Christ. Thus the art of living to God is considered a spiritual version of 
the arts of planting or grafting.336 (See Figures 143 and 144 for title pages of two early 
modern English treatises on these arts.) In thinking about both the lily-likeness and the 
sunflower-likeness of the godly, we have already observed instances of how the Puritans 
utilize plant life as a model for spiritual life. “Ingrafting” or “implanting” is the splicing 
of scion-like believers into Christ as a rootstock. Isaac Ambrose writes of godly living as 
the “radicat[ion]” (or, taking root) of grace in the souls of believers.337 Christ is the only 
medium through which Christians can flourish as plant life, and godly Christians are a 
medium through which an absented Christ will continue—until the end of time, that is—
to present himself/his image to the world.  
Thomas Hooker composed two important texts in which the art of living is called 
the ingrafting or implanting of the believer’s soul in Christ.338 (Figures 145 and 146) 
The Puritan belief in the “naturalness” of Christ as a medium is indicated by the title of 
the later of the two treatises, The Soules Implantation into the Naturall Olive (1640). 
Ambrose refers relatedly to the “ingrafted word” “written in our souls and in the tables of 
our hearts; that it may be incorporated and naturalized into our inward man.”339 It has 
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been suggested that the verb “to graft” is connected etymologically to the Greek verb 
graphein (“to write”) and to words like “graph” and “graphic”—thus to conceptions of 
writing or drawing. Indeed, a scion is visually similar to a stylus (graphion in Greek), 
and, it is thought, the practice of grafting may have received its name because of this.340 
If coincidentally, the image appearing in Figure 142 nicely diagrams how scion-like 
Christians, rooted in Christ, are given life by him. Christ as mediating rootstock is a 
culturally specific instantiation of twentieth-century communications theorist, Marshall 
McLuhan’s idea that a medium is like fertile potting soil—medium is something that 
permits growth.341 
Puritan authors characterize the godly-Christian-as-living-image as a living plant. 
In the posthumously published A Meditation of Mans Mortalitie the Elizabethan Puritan, 
William Bradshaw, writes of victory over death in Christ: “[L]et vs striue to be Plants in 
Gods house, liuing Plants, trees of righteousnesse, Planted by the rivers of his Sanctuary. 
And then wee shall neuer be cut downe: Our leaues shall neuer fall, our branches neuer 
wither.”342 (Figure 147) Bradshaw’s formulation is reminiscent of the aphorism Ars 
longa, vita brevis, which is the Latin equivalent of an expression from the Greek writings 
of Hippocrates.343  In The Upright Mans Character and Crown—at which we looked in 
thinking about anti-formalism and the architectural frontispiece—Thomas Watson writes, 
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“The Saints are compar’d to pillars, Rev. 3.12. the pillar stands upright. Unsound 
Christians are ex salice, like willows which will bend every way, a good Christian is like 
the palm tree which grows upright, Jerem. 10. 5.”344 The uprightness of pillar or column 
and the uprightness of the tree are closely connected in this literature. As a building is 
built up, so a tree grows upward.  
Ideas about growth are crucial to the discourse of the art of living. One quality 
that distinguishes the godly Puritan as living image from man-made material images is its 
capacity to grow. In his 1657 exposition on the Epistle of Jude, Thomas Manton writes of 
“growth in grace”: 
Where there is life there will be growth; and if grace be true, it will surely 
increase. A painted flower keepeth always at the same pitch and stature; 
the Artist may bestow beauty upon it, but he cannot bestow life: A painted 
child will be as little ten years hence as it is now. So a pretence to Religion 
always keepeth at the same stay; yea when their first heats are spent, they 
are fearfully blasted: But now they that have true grace are compared to a 
living plant, which increaseth in bulk and stature, Psal 92.12,13. And to a 
living child, which groweth by receiving kindly nourishment, I Pet .2.2.345 
(Figure 148) 
 
In a sermon addressing the Lord’s Supper collected in his Body of Practical Divinity, 
Thomas Watson contrasts “living plants” and “dead stones”: “There is a difference 
between Dead Stones and Living Plants. The Wicked who are Stones receive no spiritual 
Encrease, but the Godly, who are Plants of Righteousness, being watered with Christ’s 
Blood, grow more fruitful in Grace.”346 (Figure 149) Fruitfulness—particularly in grace 
or in good works—is another key quality of the godly Puritan as living plant.  
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In The Sovles Ingrafting into Christ, Hooker writes that God “breakes the cursed 
Combination betwixt Sinne and the Soule, hee drawes us from sinne to himself.”347 John 
Rogers, Puritan pastor at Dedham in Essex, writes similarly of spiritual ingrafting and 
“drawing” in his A Godly & Fruitful Exposition Upon All the First Epistle of Peter: 
“Another branch of the benefit that believers have, being received of Christ, and united to 
him, namely, That whereas they were unholy, now he makes them holy; whereas they 
might not come near God, neither their persons nor their works, now they are advanced to 
this dignity, to be a Priesthood, and every of them an holy Priest to draw near unto 
God…”348 (Figure 150) As I have already suggested, there is an important etymological 
and conceptual connection between the idea of ingrafting and writing/drawing. There is a 
remarkable theorization of the art of living to God as drawing that appears within the 
theological writing on edification; drawing not as the movement of a pen or pencil across 
the surface of a piece of parchment or paper, but as the movement of the believer across 
the surface of experience nearer to God or Christ (and vice-versa). 
In edificatory discussions in Media: The Middle Things, Ambrose describes the 
art of living as “vertuous drawing.”349 And in a 1662 collection of thirty-two sermons on 
John 6:44 and three sermons on Romans 2:28-29, the English Puritan minister, Richard 
Vines (with a fitting name for this discussion), defines conversion as “Gods Drawing.” 
(Figure 151) Vines opens his main text with John 6:44: “No man cometh to me, except 
that my Father which hath sent me draw him.” And on the first page “drawing” is 
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equated with “coming into Christ upon his Call…and Conversion unto God.”350 Vines 
addresses the challenge of understanding whether it is God or human beings who do the 
drawing: 
This Conversion sometimes denotes the potent and immediate work of 
God, renewing and converting; and this is called in my Text Gods drawing 
of a man to Christ in these words, Except my Father draw him.  
Sometimes it denotes the action of man, converting himself to 
God, by the Faith and Repentance which he doth receive from God…  
In time, these two can hardly be distinguisht; but in order of 
causality, they are easie to be distinguished one from another. I mean 
Gods work, converting or drawing man; and mans action, converting and 
coming unto Christ: The act of man in coming to Christ, thats not first; but 
the work of God drawing in to Christ, that is first; and the act of mans 
coming must needs follow; as the Sun must of necessitie first shine upon 
the wall, before the wall can give or reflect light or heat from it self back 
again.  
Facti sumus opus Dei. We are first made the works or 
workmanship of God; there is Gods drawing. Then (Facimus opera Dei) 
we do the work of God, or walk in the works of God which he hath 
ordained, that we should walk in them, Ephes. 2. 10. There is our 
coming.351 
 
We see, once again, the conjoining of ideas about edification and the borrowed 
light of living imagistic shining. Vines then proceeds to explain how conversion is new 
imagistic implantation:  
[A]t the first the Image of God was planted in man by creation; for God 
created man after his own image: The first man did not work the image of 
God in himself, but it was planted in him by that creation by which he was 
made a man: So this conversion comes not by any work of man; this new 
Image of God is replanted by a second creation: And therefore its said in 
Ephes. 4. 24. The new man is created after God in righteousness and 
holiness. This I speak, to shew that this flower needs not a watering only, 
but a new plantation in our Garden; that I might bring you to pray, and 
give God no rest, till you find this work wrought in you.352 
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In a related formulation in his Ta Diapheronta, Samuel Crook proffers the drawing of sap 
as a way of thinking about Christic incorporation and living imaging: 
He liveth by the true sap of grace drawn effectually from the root…and he 
groweth up into him in all things from a right inward principle of spiritual 
life derived to him from Christ, because partaker of the divine nature…he 
as a living member sucks and draws more and more from Christ, as the 
branches of the Vine from the root; he corrupts it not in the drawing, as the 
spider in taking in the best juice of the choicest flowers; but, but 
incorporateth it into himself, and is transformed himself into it, and bears a 
lively image of him that hath created him unto good works.353 
 
Crook correlates drawing and living imaging. A person who is drawn images God, and 
God draws said lively image. 
Vines alludes to prayer and the role it can play in spiritual ingrafting. Puritan 
theologians often characterize prayer, as well as conversion, as drawing. In a 1666 work 
by Samuel Whiting, who was pastor of the Puritan congregation at Lynn, Massachusetts, 
Whiting indicates that there is a correspondence between Christians being drawn in 
prayer and their possession of God’s image upon themselves:   
[T]here’s no drawing near to God, when the heart is gone: there must be 
something within, else the duty of Prayer is but a dumb idol…It is not to 
draw near with multitude of words, as if God made any account of them; 
he cares not for being loaden with words: they should be few when we 
pray to him, Eccles.5.2. Mat.6.7. We may be far from God, when we pour 
out most words before him. This is not to draw near to God, when we 
word it with him…We shall finde, that when we draw nearest unto God 
we have most his Image upon us…354 (Figure 152) 
 
Thus, Whiting comments, one lives most as God’s image in drawing near to him… God 
draws believers, and believers, being drawn, wed themselves to him and his image.  
 Vines further explains conversion’s similarity to the art of grafting: 
                                                
 
353 Crook, Ta Diapheronta, 204. John 15:5: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the husbandman.” 
 
354 Samuel Whiting, Abraham’s Humble Intercession for Sodom (Cambridge, Mass., 1666), 6-20. 
 138 
Christ and a Believer make but one body; Righteousness they have none at 
all but what they have through him; spiritual and eternal life they have 
none but what they have from him, as is shewn in Rom. 11. 24. by a 
comparison given of the branches of the tree: Thou wert cut off from the 
Olive tree wild by nature, and wert grafted contrary to nature in the good 
olive-tree: Where you see that conversion of a man to Christ and Gospel-
grace is compared to an ingrafting contrary unto nature; for the graft 
grows not naturally, but contrary to nature; so that there must be a 
transplantation, a cutting off man from the Crab-tree of natural corruption, 
that he may, contrary to nature, be planted into Christ Jesus, unto which 
work, that man is unwilling, may appear by these two expressions, Thou 
wert cut off, and To be grafted contrary to nature: For to be cut off by 
sharpness from a condition to which a man is naturalized, though it be 
worse, and to be ingrafted contrary to nature, though into a better, man 
cannot be willing.355  
 
Vines calls the possession of man’s will by God “a stroak.” In early modern English the 
word stroke carries associations of both pictorial marking—as in the drawing of a line, 
the painting of a brushstroke, or the carving of a piece of stone—and of the blow that 
accompanies acts of physical punishment or material damage/destruction. Here, as 
elsewhere in Puritan practical theology, the living image is said to consist formally, 
which is to say, anti-formally, of such “stroaks”:  “It is this drawing you to come to 
Christ that strikes the stroak; this teaching of God which teaches you to believe, that 
gives you the particular assurance of salvation. And therefore though God hath sent 
Christ, yet there are thousands of reprobate and rejected persons in the world. It is Christ 
in you, and you in him by Faith, that strikes the stroak.”356 Living images, then, are 
drawings made up of anti-formal strokes; like the grafted scion they have been “cut off 
                                                
 
355 Vines, Gods Drawing, 85-86. 
 
356 Ibid., 190 (actually 193). 
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by a sharpness from a condition to which a man is naturalized” (i.e. sinning as formal 
imaging).357   
 The living image is fruitful. Vines writes, “[M]an doth not work or act that he 
may be made a new Creature, and walk in Gods way; but first he is made Gods 
workmanship, drawn by Divine grace, and then acts, and brings forth fruit to God…”358 
In the collection of three anti-formalist sermons with which Vines’s volume ends, he 
makes a distinction between “the inward man” and the “outward” qualities of the 
“painted” “Hypocrite”:  
In this inward man, wrought by an inward work, consists the being of a 
true Christian; for without this he that is called a Christian is no more a 
Christian than he that acts the part of a King is a King; the name of a 
Christian is given or may follow from the outward profession, but the 
nature is in this inward man: He that begets, communicates his Nature to 
the begotten; he that paints a man imploys Art only, but communicates no 
Nature: God is a Christians new birth, communicates holiness, which is 
the Divine Nature; but in an Hypocrite there is nothing but Art (as I may 
say) or some outward work; for the outward forms may be painted, yet 
inward forms cannot; the lineaments of a Christian may be drawn to the 
life upon the white wall of an Hypocrite; but the inward man, which that 
quod dat esse, gives being to a Christian, that cannot be, but in a true 
Christian.359 (Figure 153) 
 
In the following chapter I consider in more detail how Puritans developed models for 
thinking about the living image’s anti-formal form. It is this type of form that separates 
the godly Puritan as living image from the formal deadness of mere, man-made, material 
images, to which category sinning persons themselves belong.   
 
                                                
357 Jennifer Roberts reminded me of the conceptual similarity here to the modern discourse of the image as 
a “cut” taken out of the world. On the image as cut, see, for example, Rosalind Krauss, 
“Stieglitz/‘Equivalents’,” October 11 (Winter 1979): 129-140. 
 
358 Vines, Gods Drawing, 226. 
 
359 Ibid., 326. 
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Chapter 4 Anti-Formal Form 
In Puritan practical theology, the unreliability of physical form as a signifier of 
the metaphysical, and of formal-analytical procedures as conduits to knowing, means that 
the reception of godly Puritans as living pictures of God or Christ by viewers is far from 
straightforward. Is the image of God/Christ within a Christian expressed in the external 
aspect of the person? If so, what are its forms? How do we describe the anti-formal form 
(or the artless art) of godly persons as living images in Puritanism?360  
I propose that Puritan thinkers developed ideas about anti-formal form to clarify 
and constrain the significance of exemplary persons, who as living images were believed 
to mediate the image of God or Christ.361 The iterations of anti-formal form are 
numerous. We have seen a few of them already—the borrowed light of living imagistic 
shining; the walking picture as “divine Land-skip”; the low-roofing of living templar 
building; and the excise strokes of spiritual ingrafting. In this chapter I will discuss five 
additional versions of anti-formal form: 1, the plainness of showing; 2, poverty and 
almsgiving as formal subtraction; 3, pictorial abstraction; 4, the art of swimming and/as 
anti-material drawing; and 5, the interiority of virtuous ornamentation.  
Puritans conceived, too, of anti-formal models of reception. As I mentioned in the 
Introduction, Cotton Mather, for instance, writes of “looking off” as the ideal relation of 
the godly Christian to material signs, and—in the end—he includes both living and dead 
images within this category…after all, anti-formal form is still form, and living images 
                                                
360 Martin Berger’s work on the tension between, or incompatibility of, the ideology of whiteness and 
externalization as form has helped me to think about this subject. See Martin A. Berger, Sight Unseen: 
Whiteness and American Visual Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). 
 
361 Louis Marin supplies a helpful rumination on constraint in his writing on the paintings of Caravaggio 
and Philippe de Champaigne. See Louis Marin, “An Analytic Strategy and a Mythical Ruse,” in To Destroy 
Painting, trans. Mette Hjort (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 115-125. I thank Jonathan 
Bordo for calling Marin’s analysis to my attention. 
 141 
cannot be fully purified of their earthiness. At the end of the chapter I will address 
writings by Isaac Ambrose, Thomas Watson, and Mather that theorize looking away as 
the ultimate ideal of Puritan reception.   
As I have explained, the godly Puritan becomes a living image of God or Christ 
by means of the art of living to God. Whereas the living image is aligned with virtue, 
self-negation, heavenliness, and Christian devotion, the dead image has associations of 
sin, selfishness, worldliness, and idolatry.362 There exists a large literature composed by 
Puritan ministers on sincerity and hypocrisy in which the distinction living versus dead 
image is discussed. One good example of such writing is Thomas Watson’s The Godly 
Mans Picture, Drawn with a Scripture-Pensil. While Watson understands the godly man 
to be a sincere image, he describes the sinner as similar to man-made pictures, which he 
labels “dead.” Near the beginning of the text, he writes,  
It will first be enquired, What Godliness is? I answer in general, Godliness 
is the sacred impression, and workmanship of God in a man, whereby of 
carnal he is made spiritual. When Godliness is wrought in a person, he 
doth not receive a new soul, but he hath another spirit, Numb. 14. 24. The 
faculties are not new, but the qualities; the Strings are the same, but the 
Tune is mended.363  
 
A few pages later, Watson offers a “A Reproof to such as are but Pretenders to 
Godliness,” defining the formalist, a type of sinner preoccupied with saying over doing, 
outwardness over inwardness, as a person who paints himself and is, thus, a dead 
painting:  
                                                
362 Although I learned of the book too late to take account of its content and arguments in this dissertation, 
Amy Powell’s Depositions: Scenes from the Late Medieval Church and the Modern Museum includes 
thoughtful discussions of the dead image in the early modern period, as well as interesting homohistorical 
frameworks for analyzing late medieval and early modern art. See Amy Knight Powell, Depositions: 
Scenes from the Late Medieval Church and the Modern Museum (New York: Zone Books, 2012). 
 
363 Watson, Godly Mans Picture, 5. 
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Here is a sharp Reprehension to such as are Alchimy Christians, who do 
only make a show of godliness…They do not Virtutem colere, but 
colorare. In ancient times a third part of the Inhabitants of this Island were 
called Picts, which signifies painted; ’tis to be feared they still retain their 
old name: How many are painted only with the Vermilion of a Profession, 
whose seeming lustre dazles the eyes of beholders, but within there is 
nothing but putrefaction.364  
 
The distinction Watson draws is between man-made material coloring (colorare) and 
cultivating (or living in) virtue (Virtutem colere). Like a painter mixing pigments—
painting is often compared to alchemy in early modern art theories—the formalist is a 
kind of alchemist who attempts to make something precious (virtue, the art of living) out 
of base materials (vice, sinful practice). Watson’s idea that formalists are Picts in their 
painted outwardness appears here and there throughout Puritan anti-formalist literature, 
and it allies sinning with ethnic non-Englishness. The Picts were “primitive” people 
associated with the Irish and the Scottish. Figure 154 illustrates what is perhaps the most 
famous image of a Pict created in the early modern period, a watercolor of circa 1585 
(now in the collection of the Yale Center for British Art) by the French artist, Jacques Le 
Moyne de Morgues. “A picture is like a man, but it wants breath,” writes Watson later in 
the text, “The Hypocrite is an Effigies, a picture, he doth not breathe forth Sanctity; he is 
but like an Angel on a Sign-post: A godly man answers to his profession, as the 
Transcript to the Original.”365  
Like warmth and growth, breath is a key quality that distinguishes living and dead 
images in this literature. Ideas of spirit and breath are closely linked both in scripture and 
in Western thought more generally. In this literature, the breath of the living image is 
                                                
 
364 Ibid., 8-9.  
 
365 Ibid., 131-132. Compare this to Thomas Hooker: “But the image of God in Adam was like a picture; not 
a livelesse, but a lively picture.” Hooker, Paterne of Perfection, 12. 
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often figured as the possession of fire (i.e. real fire). In his Ta Diapheronta, for example, 
Samuel Crook writes, “[A]n hypocrite can take no great delight in the exact Christian, 
whose true piety and fire of zeal will too much discover and eclipse his hypocrisie and 
painted fire.”366 The idea that the art of living of God is the possession of fire is a Puritan 
take on the Prometheus myth; Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods, is, like Mercury, 
another type for the early modern artist. The fire of the Puritan artist is not stolen, though, 
but freely given by God. 
 Opening Matthew 23:27, Puritan ministers often compare hypocrites to tombs.     
The passage from Matthew reads, “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for 
ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within 
full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness.” Crook writes, 
[A]bove all descriptions our Saviours similitude of a painted Sepulcher, 
bringeth us neerest to the repugnant constitution of this sinner. A painted 
Tomb! …I need not mention those Mausolœa and Pyramides, at which the 
world to this day wondreth; every man is willing his Tomb should be 
fairer then his house…but open these Sepulchers, and their inside is most 
horrible and loathsome…Tombes give a spectacle to the eye of the 
beholder, but cannot give life to the interred; so hypocrisie maketh a faire 
shew in the flesh, but the hypocrite remaineth dead in regard of the life of 
God.367  
 
In The Vain Religion of the Formal Hypocrite (1660), the English Puritan, 
Richard Baxter, of the same generation as Thomas Watson, describes formal outwardness 
in terms of Catholic “Church-images”:   
Hypocrisie is a natural Popery: It filleth the places of worship with 
Images. Instead of prayer, there’s the Image of prayer: and instead of 
preaching, hearing, praising God, and other parts of worship, there is the 
Image of worship: and instead of Christians, Believers, Saints (and I was 
                                                
 
366 Crook, Ta Diapheronta , 325. 
 
367 Ibid., 7. 
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going to say, of men) there are so many Images of these. Church-images 
are usually handsomly adorned, and placed in a posture of reverence and 
devotion; and so are they. But life they have none, but meerly natural. 
They are seeing, hearing, speaking Images: but Images they are. They 
have eyes, but see not; ears, but hear not; hearts, but understand not.368 
(Figure 155) 
  
The association of hypocritical Christians with dead “Church-images,” of their 
characteristics and behavior with the forms of man-made material drawings, paintings, 
and sculptures, is found throughout Puritan literature, from the late sixteenth century well 
into the eighteenth century. As I suggested in the Introduction, anti-formalism is a vital 
disposition or practice that makes Puritanism a coherent tradition. 
 Baxter further underlines the distinction between living and dead images: 
“Children can make them a baby of clouts: And the statuary can make a man of Alabaster 
or stone: But none can give life, which is essential to a man indeed, but God. There 
needeth the Spirit of the living God, by a supernatural operation, and a kind of new 
creation, to make a man a real holy Christian.”369 Like Richard Vines, Baxter allies 
sincere Christianity with a kind of anti-formal integrity:  
Thy Religion must be as the heart in thy breast, which is alwaies working, 
and by which thou livest; which cannot stop long, but thou wilt die. But 
the Hypocrites Religion is like the Hat upon his head, for ornament and 
shelter from the weather, and not for life: in the night when none seeth 
him he can lye without it; and in the day he can put it off for the sake of a 
friend, and perhaps stand bare in the presence of a greater person that 
expecteth it. So can the Hypocrite too oft dispense with his Religion.370  
 
One of the most concise yet potent statements of Puritan anti-formalism can be 
found in John Preston’s 16-page treatise, The Deformed Forme of a Formall Profession, 
                                                
 
368 Richard Baxter, The Vain Religion of the Formal Hypocrite (London, 1660), 73-74. 
 
369 Ibid., 107-108. “Clouts” refers to rags or small pieces of cloth. 
 
370 Ibid., 268-269. 
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published posthumously in Edinburgh in 1632. Preston contrasts the integral colors of 
sincere Christianity with the “washie colours” of formalism: “[W]hat is meant by the 
power of Godlynesse, and for that you shall know there is Godlynes, which is not only in 
words and complements, but in deed and truth, for it not onely puts upon a man a washie 
colour of perfection, but dyes his heart in grai[n]e in holynesse.”371 Preston later calls 
outward Christianity a “bare picture,” which has the “outward lineaments of nature,” but 
lacks substance or life.372  
In contrast to the hypocrite, a decidedly dead image, the godly Puritan inhabits the 
spiritual image of God by the work of art. Preston writes,   
[T]hou art able to abstaine from sins by nature, but godlynes as we say of 
Physicke, helpes when nature failes, and as although a naturall man with 
his sight see far, but with an optick glasse see further, so when nature falls 
short, Art helpes, as though by nature a man may measure or count, yet if 
he comes to a large piece of ground, or a great summe, Art is required, so 
though thou mayest do many things by nature, yet when godlines comes, it 
helpes out in things wherein nature failes, as Sampson could doe many 
ordinary things by his owne strength, but when he came to take downe or 
cary away the gates of a citty, and to pull downe an house, it is still said, 
the spirit of the Lord came upon him, the Lord went with him, and even so 
it is heere.373 
 
Alluding to medicine, as well as optics and mathematics—the latter typically considered 
part of the liberal arts in this period—Preston indicates that the art of living to God 
effects liberation from base material existence (that liberation being regeneration, 
material existence being sinfulness).  
                                                
 
371 Preston, Deformed Forme, n.p. 
 
372 Ibid., n.p. 
 
373 Ibid., n.p. 
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It is no coincidence that Preston draws on stories of Samson destroying physical 
structures in defining this art—the art of living is supernatural, iconoclastic, and anti-
material (or anti-formal). The Book of Judges relates that in his battles against the 
Philistines, Samson tears down the Gates of Gaza, and at the end of his life, after being 
blinded, he destroys a temple dedicated to the Philistine deity Dagon. It is notable that in 
the latter feat Samson himself is killed. This is one of a number of biblical narratives in 
which idol destruction and self-annihilation are wed, and these narratives provide a 
medium through which iconoclastic Puritans can think about anti-materialism and a 
particular type of selfless selfhood as conjoined. The Christian self that is sought by the 
Puritan artist is both anti-idol and anti-self. The imitation of Christ—which as we have 
seen is the main model for artful behavior according to Puritan theologians—is hitched to 
kenosis, or self-emptying—and this self-emptying is a kind of idol destruction—with the 
selfish self as the primary idol for Puritans. The more Christ-like one becomes, the more 
akin to nothing (that is, “no thing”).   
Despite the anti-materialism of the art of living, one finds, perhaps surprisingly, 
that Puritan writers describe the godly Christian, the artful person who imitates Christ, as 
a draughtsman or painter. Rather than making material pictures of Christ, though, by the 
acting of God within them godly persons inscribe his image into their practice of living, 
becoming pictures of Christ themselves. Watson writes, “The knowledge of a godly man 
is transforming, 2 Cor. 3. 8. We all with open face, beholding as in a glass the glory of 
the Lord, are changed into the same Image. As a Painter, looking upon a face, draws the 
face like it in the Picture: So looking upon Christ in the glass of the Gospel, we are 
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changed into his similitude.”374 We find similar formulations in the printed works of later 
New England Puritans. In Man’s Chief End to Glorifie God, published in Boston in 1689, 
John Bailey, pastor at Watertown, Massachusetts, writes, “[I]f Christ be not your 
principle and patern, he will not be your price, you ought to walk as he walked, to be 
daily Looking unto him, Heb 12.2. as a man that’s drawing a Picture, or a School-boy at 
his Copy.”375 (Figure 156) (I quoted from Cotton Mather’s funeral sermon on Bailey at 
the beginning of my Introduction.) Bailey cites Hebrews 12:2 in this passage, which 
concerns looking to, or fixing one’s eyes upon, Christ.  
In picturing Christ through their actions, godly Christians bear anti-formal 
qualities associated with sincerity. Puritans do not only understand sinful formalists in 
terms of the properties of paintings, but good Christians have formal qualities, too 
(however anti-formal). Recall Preston’s distinction between the superficial, “washie” 
colors of formalism and the integral “dye” of “holynesse” coloring the sincere Christian’s 
heart. In that passage, Preston’s pun on the word “dye” is an example of the Puritan 
obsession with word play—which is often times rather quirky—and he implies that the 
form of the dyed image—in its integrity—annihilates formal outwardness. That is to say, 
it dies. He also puns on “holynesse,” which can be read as meaning both saintly and full 
of holes (“holey”). The anti-formal forms of the living image are very much like, and 
indeed every bit as fraught, as the holy dye (holey die) of sincerity according to John 
Preston. 
 
                                                
374 Watson, Godly Mans Picture, 19-20. 
 
375 John Bailey, Man’s Chief End to Glorifie God (Boston, 1689), 86. 
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1. Plainness of Showing  
Although now applied by scholars to everything from pictorial form in portrait 
painting to the spareness of meetinghouse interiors, the notion of a “plain style” in 
Puritanism is derived primarily from the ministerial culture of preaching. Many Puritans 
were said to be plainspoken in their preaching and writing, and this was understood to be 
a virtue.376 One example is Richard Mather, grandfather of Cotton Mather, and the first of 
that family to settle in New England…at Dorchester in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 
1636. In his 1670 biography of his father, Increase writes, “His way of Preaching was 
plain…Whence he studiously avoided obscure phrases, Exotick words, or an unnecessary 
citation of Latine Sentences, which some men addict themselves to the use of…So did 
this humble man look upon the affectation of such in a Popular Auditory to savour of 
Carnal wisdome…He would often use that Saying, Artis est celare Artem.”377 The Latin 
phrase at the end of this passage is usually translated “the function of art is to conceal 
art.” As William Scheick has pointed out in an excellent study of concealed verbal 
artistry in the lives/works of Richard Mather and Edward Taylor, “The ideal of concealed 
art is a Classical one often attributed to Horace. It is found in various guises throughout 
Renaissance writing and emerges [as well] in Ramistic thought and English Puritan 
discourse.”378 I would like to suggest that notions of plainness informed one of the 
models according to which Puritan thinkers imagined anti-formal form.  
                                                
376 On the longer history of the humble or plain sermon, see Erich Auerbach, “Sermo Humilis,” in Literary 
Language and Its Public in Late Latin Antiquity and in the Middle Ages, trans. Ralph Mannheim 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993) 25-82. 
 
377 Increase Mather, Life and Death, 31.  
 
378 Scheick, Design in Puritan American Literature, 24. 
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 We find a discussion of plain showing in Cotton Mather’s interesting little text 
Virtue in It’s Verdure of 1725, which explains how a godly Christian is a living olive 
tree. (Figure 157) On the whole, Cotton Mather was himself not at all plain stylistically 
in either preaching or writing, but ornamental in the extreme (particularly in writing), and 
he worked in a style that some scholars have called colonial baroque.379 This text is 
intended to edify the Christian reader, and as with many of his publications, framed as 
models for Christian living, Mather refers to the text as a kind of “exhibit.” At the end of 
this 28-page work, Mather incorporates a concise description (supposedly by someone 
who knew her well) of the recently deceased Abigail Brown of Salem, Massachusetts:  
She was sincere, chearful, humble, modest, meek, gentle, peaceable, 
tender-hearted, patient, and full of goodness; respectful to all her Equals; 
courteous, affable, easie of access and compassionate to the poor and 
afflicted; Exemplary (and a singular pattern) in the affluent Estate unto 
which GOD raised her; unaffected with & mortified unto this vain and 
showy world; as her whole carriage, face, speech and garb did plainly 
show.380 
 
This acquaintance of Abigail Brown is attempting to explain here how Brown, who was 
wealthy, “plainly showed” that she was “not showy.” In publishing this text, which 
develops an interesting account of how an exemplary Christian, a living image, is akin to 
an olive tree, Mather, like a fisherman, casts the idea of showing only to then reel it back 
in. He opens an exhibit only then to restrict access to it or to close it. The plain showing 
of non-showiness—a kind of artless art—is one formulation related to the anti-formal 
form of the living image.  
                                                
 
379 For an informative analysis of Cotton Mather’s baroque style, specifically as relates to ideas about copia 
(i.e. copious citationality), see Jan Stievermann, “Writing ‘To Conquer All Things’: Cotton Mather’s 
Magnalia Christi Americana and the Quandary of Copia,” Early American Literature 39:2 (2004): 263-
297. 
 
380 Cotton Mather, Virtue in It’s Verdure (Boston, 1725), 27. Underlining here is mine. 
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2. Poverty and Almsgiving as Formal Subtraction 
In Mather’s character of Abigail Brown there is an allusion to her compassion 
toward the poor. Both poverty as a condition and almsgiving as a practice are subjects 
Puritans utilize to think about how form is subtracted from the living image. In Chapter 2, 
in my discussion of the art of walking, we have already seen some of Thomas Watson’s 
assertions about the poor as walking pictures of Chirst. Building on Greek and Roman 
philosophical precedents, in the early Christian period theologians distinguished between 
ownership of material things as reality and the “true reality” (ta onta in Greek) of the 
practice of virtue. Gregory of Nazianzus, the fourth-century archbishop of 
Constantinople, for example, defined material possessions as “a semblance” (ta 
phainomena in Greek) and contrasted them with “the supreme virtue” of “love for the 
poor.”381 The theologian Donald Winslow writes of Gregory’s position on poverty that 
“disregard for the poor can efface the image in us of God the Creator, it can also forfeit 
the inheritance given by God the Redeemer.”382 
As Margaret Aston, Shannon Gayk, and Lee Palmer Wandel have pointed out, 
there are traditions in later iconoclastic cultures, including English Lollardy and 
Zwinglian Protestantism, of associating social injustice with the commissioning, making, 
maintaining, and reception of material images.383 The idea is that the money spent on 
                                                
 
381 Donald F. Winslow, “Gregory of Nazianzus and Love for the Poor,” Anglican Theological Review 47 
(1965): 350. 
 
382 Ibid., 353. 
 
383 See Aston, “Lollards and Images”; Shannon Gayk, “Lollard Iconographies,” in Image, Text, and 
Religious Reform in Fifteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 15-44; 
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material images is better spent on the poor, who in their poverty are like Christ, and 
therefore serviceable models for thinking about people as living images of God. In a 
provocative volume in which she does much to overturn Max Weber’s association of 
Calvinism with “the spirit of capitalism,” the theologian Bonnie Pattison has 
demonstrated that for Calvin “poverty and affliction” rather than “splendor and glory” are 
what “mark and manifest the kingdom of God on earth.”384 In Puritan image theory, the 
materially depleted condition of poor persons, and the practice, by those with money, of 
giving away material wealth through charity, become subjects for thinking through how 
living images are anti-material or anti-formal.  
Thomas Tuke—who as a young man was a Puritan, having come under the 
influence of William Perkins at Cambridge—writes against material painting using the 
subject of women’s make-up in his remarkable A Discourse Against Painting and 
Tincturing of Women of 1616. (Figure 158) Tuke’s treatise is both a rich account of 
formalism and an example of Puritan image theory.385 At the beginning of the text Tuke 
quotes Saint Ambrose, the fourth-century archbishop of Milan:  
Thou art painted, O man, and painted of the Lord thy God. Thou hast a 
good Artizan and Painter: doe not deface that good picture (non fuco, sed 
veritate fulgentem) shining not with deceitfull stuffe, but with true 
colours…Doe not take away Gods picturing, and assume the picture of an 
harlot, because it is written, Shall I take the members of Christ, and make 
them the members of an harlot? God forbid. If any man adulterate the 
worke of God, he committeth a grieuous offence. For it is an hainous 
crime to thinke that man can paint thee better then God…386  
                                                                                                                                            
and Lee Palmer Wandel, Always Among Us: Images of the Poor in Zwingli’s Zürich (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
 
384 See Bonnie Pattison, Poverty in the Theology of John Calvin, Princeton Theological Monograph Series 
69 (Eugene, Ore.: Pickwick Publications, 2006). 
 
385 For another work of image theory by Tuke, one that is likewise a work of edificatory theology, see 
Thomas Tuke, The Picture of a True Protestant, or, Gods House and Husbandry (London, 1609). 
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Here as elsewhere in the literature of Christian image theory, idolatry is characterized as 
spiritual adultery. Tuke expands on Ambrose, comparing the dissembling of the formalist 
with harlotry typified by trompe l’oeil painting: 
What a contempt of God is this, to preferre the worke of thine owne finger 
to the worke of God? What impietie is it to goe about to haue that thought 
Gods, which is thine owne? What iniustice to conceale his worke, and 
ostent thine owne, and indeed to spoile his with thine owne? Innocentius 
saith, An artificiall forme is drawne over, and the naturall face is painted, 
as if the artifice of man exceeded the art of God. And is not this a tricke of 
a wanton, to vse these arts to procure and tie the eies of people to thee, or 
to gaine some unfortunate seruant? Is it not a foolish wilinesse, and a 
certaine wily kind of folly by these lime-twiggs, these painted lime-twiggs, 
to labour to thinke or labour to catch a Wood-cocke, or a Wild-goose? Are 
these deuises allowed, as stales, or snares, to take men in them? Dost thou 
deeme men as simple, as those birds, that were deceiued by the Painters 
artifice, flying to grapes, that were but painted? Because Lycoris pleases 
her selfe being painted, being otherwise as blacke, as an ouer-ripe 
Mulberry, doth she therefore thinke to gaine an husband, who knowes an 
ill face wel painted, is but as a peece of counterfeit siluer, or as a faire 
carper ouer an vnhandsome table?387  
 
Tuke’s text utilizes women’s self-painting by make-up to theorize the sinfulness 
of formalism. Although he comments that his directive against self-painting is meant as 
much for male as for female readers, the association of sin with female gender in this text 
is strong.388 A woman who paints herself, according to Tuke, is a type for the outward 
sinner (as are the Picts for Thomas Watson, as we have seen). Tuke writes a good deal in 
this tract, as well, about non-self-painting good Christians as true images, opposing their 
godliness (and God-madeness) to women who wear make-up, and who, in a sense, 
                                                                                                                                            
386 Thomas Tuke, A Discourse Against Painting and Tincturing of Women (London, 1616), 2-3. 
 
387 Ibid., 12-13. I have yet to determine which Innocentius Tuke is quoting in this passage. 
 
388 Early modern reformers criticized painted sculpture in similar terms. See Michael Baxandall, The 
Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980). 
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craftily “make themselves up” (i.e. as human inventions/fictions).389 Tuke and other 
Puritans write about formalists as trompe l’oeil paintings, which are a key vehicle for 
thinking about the dead image. Tuke also engages metaphors of architectural-ornamental 
“rough-casting,” and “pargetting” to characterize the formalist.390 Both rough-casting and 
pargetting are terms that refer to decorative plasterwork applied to the exterior of half-
timbered buildings. The Ancient House at Ipswich, built in 1670, preserves fine examples 
of pargetting. (Figures 159 and 160) 
Having established the relationship between painterly self-construction and 
formalism, Tuke queries, “Were it not much better to bestow this cost on the poore, 
which are creatures and images of God, then on such idle images and workes of their 
owne creation?”391 Cotton Mather also uses the idea of almsgiving to characterize the 
living image in his Vigilantius. At the end of the work appears an elegy, and in part of 
this he describes John Clark, who was minister at Exeter, New Hampshire, as follows: 
Painters, Thy Pencils take. Draw first, a Face 
Shining, (but by himself not seen) with Grace.  
An Heav’n touch’d Eye, where [what of Kens is told] 
One might, MY GOD, in Capitals behold.   
A Mouth, from whence a Label shall proceed,  
And [O LOVE CHRIST] the Motto to be Read.  
An Hand still open to relieve the Poor, 
And by Dispersing to increase the Store.  
  Such was my CLARK; so did he Look, and so  
Much more than Look, or Speak, so did he Do.392 (Figure 161) 
                                                
 
389 On early modern art/image theory in relation to make-up, see Jacqueline Lichtenstein, “Making Up 
Representation: The Risks of Femininity,” trans. Katharine Streip, Representations 20 (Fall 1987): 77-87; 
and Patricia Phillippy, Painting Women: Cosmetics, Canvases, and Early Modern Culture (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006).  
 
390 See Tuke, Discourse Against Painting, 43. 
 
391 Ibid., 30. 
 
392 Cotton Mather, Vigilantius, 33. Mather’s allusion to “Kens” remains obscure to me.  
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There is a reference to the art of living at the end of these verses, and to its vexed relation 
to outward appearance. In Mather’s laudatory description of Clark as an animated image, 
he figures Clark as a specific type of late medieval or early modern imagetext one finds 
in a variety of media in England (Figures 162 and 163 show a couple of examples, one 
from a funerary monument and one a manuscript drawing).393 Mather’s description is 
itself a portrait drawing in textual typeface of a living image. That Clark is said to give 
alms is important; it is by giving form or materiality away that he “increases the Store” 
and may be considered living rather than dead. Dissemblers might spectacularize 
almsgiving to try to trick God or for worldly praise—this is what Puritan writers call 
performing “eye service”—but because God can see into one’s interior, and discern the 
state of his image therein, he will always recognize insincerity.  
 
3. Pictorial Abstraction   
In 1610, the Elizabethan Puritan, Richard Bernard, published a textual collection 
of pictures that could be completed by readers in their practice of good living. (Figure 
164) In his “picture of goodness,” for instance, Bernard writes of how godly “workes” 
“paint” goodness “out to the world.”394 (Figure 165) This type of incorporable textual 
portraiture is related to character writing, an important literary form revived in the early 
modern period following the rediscovery of the characters of the Greek philosopher 
Theophrastus and the printing of the character collections of the Anglican divine Joseph 
                                                
 
393 Mather would also surely have known the title page to Richard Baxter’s The Saint’s Rest, first published 
in London in 1651, which carries a complex emblematic grouping of different figures speaking with the aid 
of speech balloons. 
 
394 Richard Bernard, Contemplative Pictures: With Wholesome Precepts (London, 1610), 64. 
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Hall around the year 1600.395 Works like Watson’s The Godly Mans Picture and Cotton 
Mather’s The Pourtraiture of a Good Man, Drawn with the Pencils of the Sanctuary are 
typical of the genre. (Mather’s treatise is directly based on Watson’s.) Character writing 
would become the foundation of Puritan exemplary biography, an abstracting form of life 
writing.396 Characters are personifications of virtue or vice; they possess general traits 
that are readily recognized and understood. 
Writers such as Bernard, Watson, and Mather compose textual portraits of 
characters as a part of their practice of the art of living.397 In The Upright Mans 
Character and Crown, Watson writes, “I have set before you the upright man, he is worth 
a marking and beholding. I have drawn the upright mans picture; and the use I would 
make of all is this, that you would fall in love with this picture, and that you would 
endeavour to resemble it.”398 Mather describes his aim similarly at the beginning of The 
Pourtraiture of a Good Man: “To set a Lively Pourtraiture of a GOOD MAN before you; 
And if it may be, so to Describe such an One, as to Produce him in the doing of it.” 
Interestingly, he furthers this description of his practice of portraiture through building-
related metaphors: “Now, first, I am to do the Part of a Good Builder, and lay my 
Foundation well. And here, first; The Foundation must be Laid Low enough. The 
                                                
 
395 See Joseph Hall, Characters of Vertues and Vices: In Two Bookes (London, 1608); and idem, Salomons 
Diuine Arts, Of 1. Ethickes, 2. Politickes, 3. Oeconomicks (London, 1609). 
 
396 For accounts of character writing in early modern England and colonial New England, respectively, see 
Ronald J. Corthell, “‘Characters of Vertues and Vices’: A ‘Novum Repertum’,” Studies in Philology 76:1 
(Winter 1979): 28-35; and Josephine K. Piercy, “The ‘Character’ in the Literature of Early New England,” 
New England Quarterly 12:3 (1939): 470-476. 
 
397 At the beginning of Contemplative Pictures, Bernard explicitly states that the “mentall pictures” he 
paints are not idolatrous. See Bernard, Contemplative Pictures, “Epistle Dedicatory,” n.p. 
 
398 Watson, Upright Mans Character, 42-43. 
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Goodness of One that is a Good Man, begins with a deep Apprehension and 
Acknowledgment of his Badness.”399  
Mather characterizes himself as a portrait painter throughout his writings on the 
art of living. He frames The Good Old Way, a treatise on primitive Christianity (1706) as 
a portrait painted in three sittings. (Figure 166) Part of the way into the text he writes, 
“But thus much may Suffice to Paint out the Sobriety of the Primitive Christians. We art 
got thro’ but one Third Part of our Work. There must be Two Sittings more, before our 
Picture of the Primitive Christianity can be accomplished.”400 And in Desiderius (1719), 
written upon the death of the Bridgewater, Massachusetts, minister, George Keith, 
Mather remarks, “Alas, The Angel of the Church of Bridgwater has this Last Week heard 
that Voice from Heaven unto him, Come up hither! And he’s flown! A Desireable Man, if 
any among us were worthy to be Esteemed so! Yea, you now know, whom I had in my 
Eye, while I was describing, A Man Greatly Beloved: It was HE who Satt, for my Pencil 
to take the Features from him!”401 (Figure 167) 
One begins to sense from Bernard, Watson, and Mather how Puritan ministers 
attempt to negotiate the problem of form through abstraction. Even when dealing with 
specific individuals in composing funeral sermons or biographies, they insistently 
abstract them—sitting for portraits with Mather, when painted George Keith becomes “A 
Man Greatly Beloved.” Recall that in the character of Abigail Brown from Virtue in It’s 
Verdure, Brown is imaged by means of a laundry list of virtuous abstractions. 
                                                
 
399 Cotton Mather, Pourtraiture of a Good Man, 4. 
 
400 Cotton Mather, The Good Old Way (Boston, 1706), 34.  
 
401 Cotton Mather, Desiderius (Boston, 1719), 27. Mather alludes to the imitatio angeli, an iteration of the 
imitatio Christi about which he and other Puritan ministers sometimes write. 
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Accounts of the abstract forms of living images leave a reader wondering what 
such an image could possibly look like. At times Mather explicitly states that these and 
related abstract qualities are the anti-formal medium constituting living images. In his life 
of John Wilson, first published in 1695 and reprinted in the Magnalia, Mather notes that 
he has “made an essay to draw [Wilson’s] picture, by this account of his life,” and 
“[i]ndeed, if the Picture of this Good, and therein Great man, were to be exactly given, 
Great Zeal, with Great Love, would be the two Principal Strokes that, joined with 
Orthodoxy, should make up his Pourtraiture.”402 (Figures 168 and 169) John Wilson is a 
“Good, and therein Great man,” whose anti-formal forms include “Great Zeal, with 
Great Love,” as well as “Orthodoxy.” The idea that a portrait “exactly given” could be— 
according to our understanding of the meaning of exactness—so inexact, is interesting. 
Our authors sometimes explain this in/exactness as incompleteness. In his 1715 treatise 
Benedictus, written upon the death of the pastor Thomas Bridge—and in which Mather 
provides the character of “a good man”—he remarks that he has deliberately made his 
textual portrait of Bridge both general and incomplete: “Shall a GOOD MAN, be now 
Exhibited in all his Lineaments? It must now be only with some General Strokes, and 
such as may be dispatched at One Sitting. My Hearers. You shall fill it up; You shall 
finish it; You shall by your own Good Conversation in Christ give Life unto it.”403 
(Figures 170 and 171) 
The death of the Boston pastor, Thomas Bridge, is an occasion to paint him as “a 
good man.” He is composed of “General Strokes,” an incomplete image that must be 
                                                
 
402 Cotton Mather, Memoria Wilsoniana (Boston, 1695), 24. 
 
403 Cotton Mather, Benedictus (Boston, 1715), 8-9. Mather aligns his text with a pictorial sketch, implying 
that the reader’s practice of goodness is the equivalent of a more fully worked up painting.  
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enlivened by readers through the practice of the art of living of God. Mather would 
certainly approve of what Watson writes in The Godly Mans Picture—that the abstract 
colors of which a godly person is made are suspended in sincerity, an oil-like medium. 
Watson writes, “[T]hose colours hold best, which are laid in oyle; if we would have our 
profession hold its colour, it must be laid in the oyl of sincerity.”404 Although formalists 
are described by means of vicious abstractions in the writing of negative characters, those 
abstractions are connected to earthly materiality in a way that anti-formal (i.e. virtuous) 
abstractions are not.  
The ministerial production of incomplete portraiture in godly texts mirrors their 
theorization of the art of living as formal (which is to say, anti-formal) incompleteness. In 
The Upright Mans Character and Crown, Watson writes,  
[A] limner that hath begun the rude draught of a picture, he looks upon it 
what he intends to make it; he intends to lay it in its own orient colours; in 
this life there is but the first draught, the imperfect lineaments of grace 
drawn in our soules, yet God calls us perfect, because he intends by the 
pensil of the holy Ghost to draw us out in our orient beauty, and lay the 
Virmillion colour of glory upon us.405 
 
The godly Christian is, then, a “first draught,” an underdrawing that is in need of further 
painterly coloring. Watson’s use of the term “orient” here connects the living image with 
the east, perhaps more because the east is the place where the sun rises than because of its 
association with Asian art/culture, though the latter became increasingly important in 
early modern England through British imperial activities in the Far East. In The Godly 
Mans Picture, Watson describes the sincere Christian as a half- or three-quarter-length 
portrait:  
                                                
 
404 Watson, Godly Mans Picture, 306. 
 
405 Watson, Upright Mans Character, 46-47.  
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We esteem of a picture, though it be not drawn at the full length: So 
though the graces of Gods people are not drawn at their full length, nay, 
have many scars and spots, yet having something of God in sincerity, they 
shall find mercy; God loves the sincere, and ’tis the nature of love to cover 
infirmity.406  
 
He suggests that Christians cannot realize themselves as full-length images of God until 
they die and go to heaven.407 Like abstraction, formal incompleteness or truncation serves 
to sever the beholder’s access to the repletion of the living image, whether one is seeing a 
godly Christian on the street, at home, or imagining one’s appearance while reading a 
godly text.  
 
4. The Art of Swimming / Anti-Material Drawing  
In The Poor Doubting Christian Drawn to Christ, first published in 1635, Thomas 
Hooker describes conversionary drawing as a rejection of “outward comforts,” adopting 
“the Art of Swimming” as a type for the art of living:  
So when a Man finds no rest in any thing the Creature affords, and can get 
no footing for the Soul there to stay itself upon, then it betakes it self to 
Christ the Ark, and goes home to the Promise, and rests there, and expects 
from thence what is needful for it. As (therefore) in the Art of Swimming; 
he that will swim, must pluck his Feet from the bottom, and commit 
himself to the Stream to bear him up: So in this our purpose to Heaven, we 
must draw our Hearts from these vain things below, and these from them; 
and though we have Honour and Preferments, yet we must put no 
Confidence in them, but pluck our Affections, as it were Feet, from them, 
and learn by our believing to commit ourselves wholly to the power of the 
Promise, and thence to receive Comfort, and permanent abiding.408 
(Figures 172 and 173) 
                                                
 
406 Watson, Godly Mans Picture, 140. 
 
407 This idea is reminiscent of Durandus of Mende’s explanation of the half-length format of icons, which 
he regarded as a strategy for covering the lower parts of the body and hence as a way of rendering sitters 
more holy. I thank Jeffrey Hamburger for calling this relationship to my attention. 
 
408 Thomas Hooker, The Poor Doubting Christian Drawn to Christ, 12th ed. (London, 1700), 94-95. 
William Perkins recommends diving into Christ’s blood as a way of thinking about conversion: “Therefore 
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Hooker’s engagement of the art of swimming to model conversionary drawing as anti-
materialism is quite interesting. As with crafts such as painting and sculpture, formerly 
considered debased, relatively speaking, because manual or mechanical, in early modern 
England other types of skilled physical activity would be newly nominated or elevated as 
arts.  
Several treatises on the art of swimming were published in late sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century England. The first of these is a beautifully illustrated Latin text by 
one Sir Everard Digby, published in 1587.409 (Figures 174 and 175) This treatise was 
issued in an English translation eight years later with a set of related woodcut 
illustrations.410 (Figures 176 and 177) And in 1658 and 1699 appeared two other such 
treatises, the latter a translation from the French.411 Figure 177 pictures a swimmer doing 
a stroke called the “bell turne”…if Hooker had known one of these texts it would have 
been Digby’s Latin treatise or the English translation from it.  
One thing that interests me about Hooker’s adaptation of the art of swimming as a 
type for (the art of living as) anti-material drawing is that early modern swimming 
                                                                                                                                            
in any wise be carefull to applie Christ crucified to thy selfe…content not thy selfe with Thomas to put thy 
finger into his side, but euen dive and plunge thy selfe wholly both bodie and soule into the woundes and 
bloode of Christ. This will make thee to crie with Thomas and say, My Lord, my God; and this is to be 
crucified with Christ.” William Perkins, A Declaration of the Trve Manner of Knowing Christ Crvcified 
(Cambridge, Eng., 1596), 3-4. 
 
409 Sir Everard Digby, De arte natandi (London, 1587). 
 
410 Sir Everard Digby, A Short Introduction for to Learne to Swimme, trans. Christofer Middleton (London, 
1595). 
 
411 See William Percey, The Compleat Swimmer (London, 1658); and M. Thévenot, The Art of Swimming 
(London, 1699). For an essay on the art of swimming and early modern English literature, see Michael 
West, “Spenser, Everard Digby, and the Renaissance Art of Swimming,” Renaissance Quarterly 26:1 
(Spring 1973), 11-22. 
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treatises focus, in the main, on how learning to swim will help readers to preserve their 
lives if/when they are in dangerous waters. Digby, for example, opens his book: 
Although from the beginning, amongst all the Authors of Artes and 
Sciences, there are fewe or none which have bestowed any paines in the 
explayning or publishing this Art of Swimming, it being so profitable a 
thing as it is, towards the preserving of mans lyfe, when as he is at any 
time distressed in the greedie iawes of the swelling Sea…412 
 
One could take lines from Digby and insert them seamlessly into a work of Puritan 
practical theology. Digby is writing about the art of swimming, but he gives us a fitting 
description of the art of living to God: “[Man] hath wisdome, by Arte to perfect that in 
himself, which by nature is left unperfect…”413 Addressing the “sinister occasion” of a 
“fall into the water,” Digby asserts that the art of swimming enables a swimmer to 
negotiate this “fall.”414 In one of the later swimming treatises, by William Percey, the 
author says that swimming is “a facultie which Nature hath denyed to man,” but that 
“man by Art…excels all other creatures in Swimming.”415 As in the discourse of the art 
of living, the curating or conservation of breath as constitutive of life is a leitmotif in the 
literature on the art of swimming.  
In the 1699 work translated from the French, the translator includes a prefatory 
discourse “concerning Artificial Swimming, or keeping ones self above Water by several 
small Portable Engines, in cases of danger.”416 The portable engines in question include 
the early modern equivalent of “swimmies,” made out of animal bladders, as well as 
                                                
 
412 Digby, A Short Introduction, n.p. 
 
413 Ibid., n.p. 
 
414 Ibid., n.p. 
 
415 Percey, Compleat Swimmer, 3, 8. 
 
416 Thévenot, Art of Swimming, title page. 
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objects made of cork, “Girdles of several sorts,” “oyl’d Cloths, and several sorts of 
Leather,” as well as sundry “little Machines.”417 Swimming treatises have salvation as a 
theme (albeit bodily salvation), and Hooker tweaks this to ruminate on the process of 
spiritual conversion and to explain what he means by anti-material drawing.  
The portable engine that preserves the Christian is, above all else, faith. Isaac 
Ambrose compares faith to “the corke that is upon the net, though the lead on the one 
side sinke it down, yet the corke on the other side keeps it up in the water.”418 And 
Samuel Whiting deploys swimming imagery to distinguish idolatrous “Brain-knowledge” 
from good-practical spiritual “drawing”: 
The life of Reading, is in the performance of our duty in what we learn. 
Words are but empty sounds, except we draw them forth in our lives. 
Printed Books will do little good, except Gods Spirit print them in our  
hearts. Gods words written with Ink will not profit, except they be also 
written with the Spirit of the Living God. They are the blessed ones that 
know and do, Joh.13.17. and they ever know most that practice most…As 
for Brain-knowledge, it may puff a man up, and so bring him down low to 
destruction; it may raise him high, that he may have the deeper fall into 
Hell; it may swell him like a bladder, and when the bladder breaks, then 
like an unskilful Swimmer, he drowns…419 (Figure 178) 
 
In an essay published in 2008 in The American Scholar, about the interrelation of 
the physical and spiritual in swimming, Willard Spiegelman suggests that “to swim” “is 
to take hold of water’s meaning, and in that meaning we come to learn something about 
ourselves, our world, and the relations between the two.”420 And, like our early modern 
swimming theorists, he asserts, “Swimming does not come naturally to anyone…it’s an 
                                                
 
417 Ibid., “Translator’s Preface,” n.p. 
 
418 Ambrose, Media, 135. 
 
419 Whiting, Abrahams Humble Intercession, “To the Reader,” n.p. 
 
420 Willard Spiegelman, “Buoyancy,” The American Scholar 77:3 (Summer 2008): 99-108. 
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activity fraught with fear—of sinking, drowning, losing sight, losing control—until one 
learns to give oneself in or up to water’s buoyancy.”421 Above all it is the necessity of 
giving oneself up to water’s buoyancy in swimming that is, for Hooker, what makes it 
useful as a vehicle for thinking about conversion, an aspect of the art of living. Of course 
buoyancy has associations of both floating and happiness. Surely, too, as Spiegeleman 
puts it, water’s “cleansing, purifying powers” also make human beings’ interactions with 
water an attractive subject for thinking through and defining the art of living. 
With the help of water, the artful swimmer works against the forces of gravity, 
swimming at once against the stream of worldliness and with the stream of Christian 
faith. Since anti-material drawing depends on divorcing oneself from material things, 
indeed from materiality itself (“As (therefore) in the Art of Swimming; he that will swim, 
must pluck his Feet from the bottom, and commit himself to the Stream to bear him up: 
So in this our purpose to Heaven, we must draw our Hearts from these vain things 
below…”), one wonders, as with the notion of the living image as pictorially abstract, 
about its appearance. If godly Puritans are anti-material drawings, what are their forms? 
Well, as writers like Hooker suggest, their forms are anti-formal, whatever that might 
mean. Perhaps we can say that they are something like erased drawings, which, if not 
altogether materially obliterated, as well as erased, would bear the stamp of God’s 
Word/image.  
 In the discourse of the art of living, the non-negotiation of bodies of water, such 
as the sea, by good swimmerly action, is characterized as “material” drawing. This goes 
not only for bodies of water themselves, but also for their seductive inhabitants. In an 
                                                
 
421 Ibid. 
 164 
anti-formalist sermon of 1714, Samuel Moody, Puritan pastor at York, Maine (Maine was 
at that point still part of Massachusetts), connects the seductions of mermaids to this type 
of drawing: “Pliny tells us that the Mermaids delight to be in green Meadows, into which 
they draw men, by their inchanting Voices; but saith he, there always lie heaps of dead 
Mens bones by them. A lively Emblem of a bewitching World! Good had it been for 
some Men if they had never known what the Riches, and Honours, & Pleasures of this 
World meant.”422 (Figure 179) The worldly person is drawn to worldly things. Moody 
complicates the usual metaphor of the art of living as buoyant, as he argues that its 
buoyancy depends upon the “sinking down into the bottom of [one’s] Heart” of the 
“Knowledge of Christ”:   
Tis Likeness, and Interest that draw Love. Alas! Thy Knowledge of Christ 
consisteth only in some dry, superficial and barren Notions of his Worth; 
floating in thy Head, never sinking down into the bottom of thy Heart; so 
as to influence thy Will unto ready Obedience unto his Commands, and 
chearful Suffering for his Sake. If thou Lovest Christ above all, How is it 
that, among a Thousand Objects, the least and lightest of them all, should 
have more Power to attract thy Affections, than all His Ravishing Beauty 
& Unsearchable Riches?423 
 
 Moody is perhaps best known today (if/when he is known at all, that is) for his 
iconoclastic actions at the Siege of Louisbourg (1745), a battle that took place at Cape 
Breton Island in what is now Nova Scotia between the English Protestants and French 
Catholics, who were, in the mid-eighteenth century, fighting for control of territory in 
eastern Canada. A force of New England soldiers traveled to Nova Scotia to aid in the 
fighting, and during the Siege of Louisbourg, in which the aged Moody participated, he is 
                                                
422 Samuel Moodey, Judas the Traitor Hung Up in Chains (Boston, 1714), 52. The author’s surname is 
usually spelled “Moody.” 
 
423 Ibid., 64. 
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recorded as having destroyed Catholic images there. In his History of York Maine, 
Charles Edward Banks writes,  
One of his successors has aptly said that Parson Moody ‘was of heroic 
mould.’ When seventy years of age, when most men are seeking the 
comforts of the fireside, he went with the Provincial troops as Chaplain in 
the expedition under Col. William Pepperell to Cape Breton in 1745, 
which resulted in the capture of Louisburg, and was the beginning of the 
downfall of French power in America. When the fortress was surrendered 
he was prepared to express his Protestantism in the Roman Catholic 
chapel. Armed with an axe, which he called the ‘Sword of the Lord and of 
Gideon,’ he proceeded to demolish all the ‘graven images’ and other 
objects of ‘papal idolatry.’ The victory was now complete. Here was a 
disciple of Cromwell, after the Protector’s own heart, an hundred years 
after the Puritan Commonwealth.424 
 
The iron cross pictured in Figure 180 was among the spoils taken back to New England 
by Puritan soldiers following the siege, a fragmentary relic of their acts of iconoclasm.425 
In the context of my dissertation, it is tempting to consider the Siege of Louisbourg and 
its aftermath not in terms of the “material practice” of iconoclasm, as scholars today are 
apt to describe it, but as a more literal version of anti-material drawing. The transverse 
arms and peak of the cross terminate in fleurs-de-lis, the same symbol used by John 
Flavel to direct the viewer or reader of his spiritual compass in “godlily” living in 
Navigation Spiritualiz’d. Flavel might observe that this cross’s fleurs-de-lis point not 
only up but also to the left and right, and thus leave a viewer without direction, unsure as 
to which way to go.  
                                                
424 Charles Edward Banks, History of York Maine in Three Volumes (Baltimore, Md.: Regional Publishing 
Co., 1967), 2:137-138. 
 
425 For many years, the so-called “Louisburg Cross” was housed and/or displayed at Harvard University.  
It was probably presented to Harvard sometime before the year 1800. Early articles discussing the cross 
include Daniel Denison Slade, “The Louisburg Cross,” The Bostonian (March 1896): 551-558; and Robert 
Magrane, “The Louisburg Cross,” Harvard Illustrated Magazine 2:3 (1900): 69-74. In commemoration of 
the 250th anniversary of the battle in 1995 the cross was restored to the Fortress at Louisbourg, where it 
can be seen today. See Alison D. Overholt, “University Returns Louisbourg Cross to Canada: ‘Permanent 
Loan’ Is Part of 250th Anniversary Celebration,” Harvard Crimson, Friday, June 30, 1995, News section.  
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5. Interiority of Virtuous Ornamentation 
In Media: The Middle Things, Isaac Ambrose writes, “Purity in the inward parts, 
is the most sound evidence of our portion in the purity and power of Christ.”426 We have 
already seen quite a bit of discussion of imagistic interiority in the anti-formalist texts 
about which I have written in this chapter. Tuke discusses virtuous ornamentation in his 
Discourse Against Painting and Tincturing of Women; he claims that “the true ornaments 
of Christian women, young and old, high and low, are shamefastnesse, modestie, and 
good workes, together with the incorruption of a meeke and quiet spirit.”427 He contrasts 
these internal virtuous ornaments with external ornamentation, such as fancy clothing, 
jewelry, and make-up. Although it may seem that anti-formalist Puritan literature is so 
heavily gendered as to be patriarchal in the extreme, a thorough look at the range of 
writings makes this something of an oversimplification.  
In The Vnloueliness, of Love-Lockes (1628), the English Puritan polemicist, 
William Prynne, writes as much, if not more so, against the vanity of men—specifically 
targeting the popular practice of wearing one’s hair long. (Figure 181) Sin is to Prynne, 
however, as elsewhere in Puritan literature, gendered feminine. Prynne writes of the man 
with long hair: “His Amourous, Frizled, Womanish, and Effeminate Haire, and Locke, 
will draw him on to Idlenesse, Pride, Effeminacy, Wantonnesse, Sensualitie, and 
Voluptuousnesse, by degrees; and from thence to Incontinency, Whoredome, 
Deboistnesse, and all Prophanenese, to the eternall wrecke and ruine of his Soule.”428 
                                                
426 Ambrose, Media, 49. 
 
427 Tuke, Discourse Against Painting, 22. 
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Prynne instead recommends the following true Christian ornaments, some of which are 
virtuous abstractions: “[I]f we will needes adorne our bodies too: let vs Paint our Faces 
with the candor of Simplicitie, and Vermilian-blush of Chastitie: and our Eyes with 
Modestie: let Silence, or Holy conference, be the ornament of our Lips; the Word of God 
our Earings, and the Yoake of Christ our Necke-bracelets…”429 Like Tuke before him, 
Prynne contrasts the externalist pictorial self-construction of the sinner with an 
understanding of human beings as integral images both originally and newly created by 
God. Material ornamentation of one’s body is  
an Art that offers violence unto God himselfe, in obliterating that Naturall, 
and liuely Image, Forme, and Beautie, which he hath stamped on his 
Creatures: in Correcting, Changing, and Nullifying of his Worke; and so 
taxing him for an Imperfect, Bungling, or Vnskilfull Workeman: in 
preferring those artificiall Faces, and Infernall varnishes, which Satan 
hath Portraitured, and set out to Sale; before that Naturall, and comely 
Countenance, Face, and Feature, which Gods owne Curious, and neuer-
erring Finger hath carued out unto us…430 
 
In Ornaments for the Daughters of Zion (1691), Cotton Mather extends these 
formulations. Like Tuke and Prynne he builds on the writings of Church father, 
Tertullian, and he advocates the metaphorical wearing of “hidden,” interior ornaments of 
virtue, over and against literal, visible, vicious ones.431 He writes of the human face as 
created by God: “Our Face is a Seat which ha‘s much of the Divine Image and Wisdom 
appearing in it; and it is a Vile Affront unto God, for a Woman to Deface the 
Workmanship of the Almighty there; by such an Inversion, as the Hebrew word for this 
                                                                                                                                            
428 William Prynne, The Vnloueliness, of Love-Lockes (London, 1628), “To the Christian Reader,” n.p. 
 
429 Ibid., “To the Christian Reader,” n.p. 
 
430 Ibid., 1-2. 
 
431 For a good account of Tertullian’s image theory, see Moshe Barasch, Icon: Studies in the History of an 
Idea (New York: New York University Press, 1992 and 1995), 108-126. 
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Painting signifies.”432 Of outward ornaments Mather writes, “There is no Sincerity in 
these Butterflies.”433 This idea of interior ornamentation, like pictorial abstraction, not 
only frustrates our desire to be shown what a living image so ornamented would look 
like, but it even frustrates the visual imagination. If we had to imagine them, interior 
ornaments, it seems, would face inward rather than out; they would be turned away from 
us. 
The idea of the godly Puritan as a “divine Land-skip,” which we find in Thomas 
Watson’s Autarkeia, and which I discussed as part of my analysis of the art of walking, is 
very much connected to this notion of interior ornamentation. In early modern England, 
landscape as a genre was defined as a depiction of the “interior parts” of a country.434 I 
imagine the early modern landscapist standing with his back to the sea. The resulting 
image was a picture of an interior. One must think of the anti-formal form of the Puritan 
artist/living image in similar terms. The anti-formal Puritan is an artist inwardly directed, 
and as such he or she turns his or her back on the world at large. The living image’s 
imagistic inwardness becomes its own form of showing and its inward forms a new kind 
of pictorial exteriority at odds with externalization.  
 
“Looking Off” 
To conclude this chapter, I would like to discuss the most important model of 
anti-formal reception developed by the authors about whom I have been writing: “looking 
                                                
 
432 Cotton Mather, Ornaments, 18. 
 
433 Ibid. In anti-formalist writings, butterflies are a type for vain persons because of their short life span and 
brightly painted wings.  
 
434 The first definition of “landscape” appearing in the Oxford English Dictionary describes it as a picture 
of “inland scenery, as distinguished from a sea picture, a portrait, etc.” 
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off.” One finds what is perhaps the richest theorization of looking off in Isaac Ambrose’s 
popular Looking unto Jesus, a work about the art of living to God that was first printed in 
1658 and reissued many times in the late seventeenth century and beyond.435 (Figure 
182) Ambrose and other Puritan ministers base their idea of looking off on Hebrews 12:2: 
“Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith…” In Book 1 of Ambrose’s 
treatise there is a lengthy explanation of “how to look off all other things.” Ambrose 
writes, “We look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen, 
saith Paul. A Christians aime is beyond visible things.”436 Ambrose exhorts the reader, 
“Consider the difference of these objects, Christ, and all other things; as thus, all other 
things are vanities, but Christ is a real, solid, substantial, excellent, glorious thing; all 
other things are temporary, fading things…”437 And referring to Psalms 119:36-37: “Cry 
mightily unto God, that he would take off your hearts and eyes, turne away mine eyes 
from beholding vanity, prayes David; either God must do it, or you will be wearied in the 
multitude of your endeavours; but if the Lord draw off the eye, it will be drawn 
indeed.”438 Ambrose suggests that looking off is a kind of anti-material drawing.  
Looking off from the world is, at the same time, an “inward, experimental looking 
unto Jesus.”439 Thomas Watson characterizes looking off specifically as looking away 
from material pictures. In his 1671 publication, The Mischief of Sinne, It Brings a Person 
                                                
 
435 For a new account of the practical theology of Isaac Ambrose, see Tom Schwanda, Soul Recreation: The 
Contemplative-Mystical Piety of Puritanism (Eugene, Ore.: Pickwick Publications, 2012). 
 
436 Isaac Ambrose, Looking unto Jesus (London, 1658), 7. 
 
437 Ibid., 13. 
 
438 Ibid., 17. 
 
439 Ibid., 23. 
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Low, Watson writes of “a clownish Rustick” who “when he goes to Court, is much taken 
with the gay Pictures and Hangings.” Watson contrasts this “Rustick” with “a Privy 
Counsellor” who “passeth by those things as scarce worthy of his notice” – “his business 
is with the King.” (Figure 183) He writes. “So a carnal mind, is much taken with the 
things of the world, but a Saint passeth by these gay things with an holy contempt, his 
business is with God.” 440 The godly person exhibits refinement in walking by material 
images without even looking, reducing them to ineffectual wallpaper.  
Puritan ministers ultimately define looking off as the ideal relation of the godly 
Christian to ALL images other than that of God or Christ—that is, whether living or 
dead. In his Magnalia Christi Americana, Cotton Mather writes about the limitations of 
the mediations of godly Christians as living images in Christian practice. He refers to 
Paul’s exhibition(s) of saints’ lives in the New Testament:  
When the Apostle had set before Christians the Saints, which were a 
Cloud of Witnesses, by imitating of Whose Exemplary Behaviour we 
might Enter into Rest, he concludes with a Looking unto Jesus; or, 
according to the Emphasis of the Original, A Looking off (from them) unto 
Jesus; as the incomparably most perfect of all. So, Let my Reader do, 
when all that was Imitable in the Lives of these Worthy Men, has had his 
Contemplation and Admiration; They all yet had their Defects, and 
therefore, Look off unto Jesus; Following Them no farther than they 
Followed Him.441 (Figure 184) 
 
In other writings, Mather effects a similar circumscription of living imagistic mediation, 
further discussing this notion of looking off. In Febrifugium. An Essay for the Cure of 
Ungoverned Anger (1717), he writes, “Bright examples of meekness have been set before 
us; Let us observe the Examples, till we can Follow them…But after all, I will rather say 
Run with Patience, looking off unto JESUS, ; [sic] A JESUS, Fairer than the Children of 
                                                
440 Thomas Watson, The Mischief of Sinne, It Brings a Person Low (London, 1671), 81-82. 
 
441 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, 3:13. 
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Men!"442 (Figure 185) And in his Manuductio ad Ministerium, Cotton writes, “Be sure, 
that whatever you see Great, and Good, and Bright, in any Excellent Person…you look 
off to the Glorious JESUS, as having in HIM all these Excellencies after a Transcendent 
Manner, and as being the Author and Giver of them to the Distinguished Glowworm.”443 
(Figure 186)  
From the sixteenth century, radical English Protestants mounted brutal attacks on 
the material signifiers mediating devotional practice in the Roman Catholic Church and, 
subsequently, within the Anglican ecclesiastical establishment. Saints’ images were, of 
course, a primary target of this critique. According to Puritans, material images of saints 
were clogs blocking rather than conduits facilitating access to the divine. By the early 
eighteenth century, as the culture of Christian exemplification (which displaced the 
Catholic cult of saints) waxed more and more important for Puritans, Cotton Mather 
would insist that while attending to living images is to some extent valuable, such images 
only fulfill their purpose if and when the viewer turns away from them and towards 
Christ.444 Compared to Christ’s sun-like shining, Puritan saints are dim “Glowworm[s].” 
To function properly, living images must be arrows pointing away from themselves and 
in the direction of Christ, from whom (like the moon from the sun) they borrow their 
brightness. Believers “fix” their eyes on the metaphysical image of Christ by looking off 
from material signs of Christ.  
                                                
 
442 Cotton Mather, Febrifugium. An Essay for the Cure of Ungoverned Anger (Boston, 1717), 33-35. 
 
443 Cotton Mather, Manuductio, 67. 
 
444 For the best (and only) discussion of Cotton Mather on “looking off,” see Clark, “Eschatology of Signs.” 
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Susan Sontag remarks in her 1967 essay “The Aesthetics of Silence,” “In one of 
its aspects, art is a technique for focusing attention, for teaching skills of attention.”445 
This is certainly the case with the Puritan art of living to God. If Puritans wanted to see 
God or Christ clearly, they had to look away from signs potentially tainted by form or 
materiality. If the non-biblical godly texts documenting the artful actions of Puritans were 
to some extent safer than material paintings or sculptures, their status as signs mediated 
by human agency meant that they were always idols in waiting. When it comes to the 
question of form, then, living and dead images are perhaps not so different after all. Even 
when anti-formal, form is still form. The taint of materiality cannot be fully subtracted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 
445 Susan Sontag, “The Aesthetics of Silence,” in Styles of Radical Will (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1966), 13. Sontag writes generally of practices of art making here, rather than specifically about art 
as the production of material things.  
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Chapter 5  Conclusion 
In the course of my dissertation research, I have become fascinated by the extent 
to which, in early modern English culture, writers are as apt to talk about human beings’ 
insides (the heart, the soul, and the mind) as spaces for the drawing, printing, painting, 
and hanging of images, or for the erection of statues or monuments, as they are to talk 
about such images or objects as they might be exhibited outside, in the world. We need 
look no further than the sonnets of William Shakespeare or the poetry of John Donne to 
find numerous engagements with the idea that one’s personal interior is a gallery that 
houses various kinds of images. I think of Shakespeare’s 24th Sonnet or Donne’s “The 
Damp”—each of these poems deals with the image of a lover hanging inside the poet’s 
heart.446 There was a culturally specific interest in the human-interior-as-gallery among 
Puritans, and it is this interest that I take as the first subject of my conclusion. I address a 
strand in Puritan practical theology that defines ministration, or pastoral practice, as a 
type of curatorship/conservation of congregants’ interior images of God or Christ.  
 
Pastoral Practice as Image Curatorship or Conservation 
I begin with a quotation from William Bates’s funeral sermon on Thomas 
Manton, published in 1678. Bates writes, 
Can any pains be sufficient to the salvation of Souls, for which the Son of 
God did not esteem his Blood too costly a price? Is not incessant 
unwearied industry requisite to advance the work of Grace in them to 
perfection? In this the work of the Minister has its peculiar disadvantage, 
that whereas an Artificer how curious and difficult soever his work be, yet 
has this encouragement, that what is begun with Art and Care, he finds in 
the same state wherein ’twas left: A Painter that designs an exact Piece, 
draws many Lines, often touches it with his Pencil to give it life and 
                                                
446 See Shakespeare, Poems and Sonnets, 14; and John Donne, The Complete English Poems, ed. A. J. 
Smith (London: Penguin Books, 1971, 1996), 51.  
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beauty; and though unfinish’d, ’tis not spoild by his intermission. A 
Sculptor that carves a Statue, though his labour be hard from the resistance 
of the matter, yet his work remains firm and durable. But the Heart of Man 
is of a strange temper, hard as Marble, not easily receptive of heavenly 
impressions, yet fluid as Water, those impressions are easily defac’d in it; 
’tis expos’d to so many temptations that induce an oblivion of eternal 
things, that without frequent excitations to quicken and confirm its holy 
purposes, it grows careless, and the labour is lost that was spent on it.447 
(Figures 187-189) 
 
A similar formulation appears in Bates’s 1687 funeral sermon on the minister Thomas 
Jacomb: 
The Work of a Minister is not like the Work of an Artificer: A Statuary 
with long Labour cuts the Marble to form it into a noble Image, but he 
leaves his work at his Pleasure; and when he resumes it, the Matter being 
durable, ’tis in the same state towards finishing as when he left it. But the 
Heart of Man is of a strange Nature, hard as Marble and fluid as Water; 
Heavenly Impressions are with difficulty made in it, and easily defac’d. 
When by many Prayers and Tears, many tender Addresses of Ministers the 
Heart is softened, and the Image of Christ, the Lineaments of his Divine 
Graces and Vertues are first drawn in it, without a continual Eye and 
Attendance upon the Work, how soon are those blessed Beginnings 
spoiled, and the carnal Lusts regain the Heart?448 (Figure 190) 
 
Bates suggests that pastoral practice is not like the work of a painter or a sculptor—the 
“Art and Care” required to curate the image of Christ within the believing Christian is an 
ongoing process, as the image of Christ drawn in the Puritan congregant’s heart, “hard as 
Marble and fluid as Water,” cannot be fully fixed and can therefore be defaced. The 
curating or conserving of the drawing will go on and on, thus, since repairs or 
restorations will be wanted regularly. The pastor labors to stabilize this unstable interior 
image.449  
                                                
447 William Bates, A Funeral Sermon, Preached Upon the Death of the Reverend and Excellent Divine Dr. 
Thomas Manton (London, 1678), 55-56. 
 
448 William Bates, The Way to the Highest Honour (London, 1687), 37-38. 
 
449 See Paul R. Kolbet, “Athanasius, the Psalms, and the Reformation of the Self,” Harvard Theological 
Review 99:1 (2006): 101. 
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The New England Puritan, Ebenezer Pemberton, pastor of Old South Church in 
Boston, picks up on Bates’s formulation concerning the labor of a minister vs. that of an 
artist in his 1707 funeral sermon for Samuel Willard (Figure 191): 
It has been faithfully observed by a Great Divine [*Dr. Bates], what a vast 
difference there is between the work of an Artificer and a Minister: ‘The 
Statuary with long labour cuts the Marble to form it into a noble Image, 
but he leaves his work at his pleasure; and when he resumes it, the Matter 
being durable, it is in the same state towards finishing, as when he left it.’ 
But it is not so with the hearts of men, which Ministers are at work upon. 
Flesh, World and Devil are joyned in a cursed Concert to ruine their work, 
and to deface all good impressions that at any time are made upon the 
hearts of their People: And their diligence is equal to their policy and 
malignity in counter-working Christ’s Labourers…And thus the work of 
Christ’s Ministers is often undone, nay, goes backward, rather than 
forward.450  
 
Pemberton describes “Flesh, World and Devil” as a “band” of vandals, who work (or 
play) during the intermissions of pastoral labor—they counter the work of the pastoral 
curator or conservator.  
According to Azariah Mather, pastoral labor may also be meaningfully contrasted 
with the labor of a carpenter. He quotes John Chrysostom on the subject an ordination 
sermon for his colleague Daniel Kirtland (1725): 
Chrysostom was wont to say, The Work of a Minister was MORE 
Laborious than that of a Carpenter; for when he wrought hard all Day and 
goes home at Night, & comes again in the Morning, he finds his work as 
he left it; but ’tis not so with a Minister, if he bows & makes some 
impression on a crooked rough Piece, Satan and the World will often undo 
all, and the work is to do over again. Oh! How oft when some hopeful 
Impressions are made on a Sabbath at a Sermon, Convictions are buried, 
Affections ___ in Company, in the Shop, or in the Field, ere another 
opportunity? The Work is in every way great.451 (Figure 192) 
                                                
 
450 Ebenezer Pemberton, A Funeral Sermon on the Death of that Learned & Excellent Divine The Reverend 
Mr. Samuel Willard (Boston, 1707), 34-35. 
 
451 Azariah Mather, The Gospel-Minister Described, by the Important Duty of His Office (New-London, 
Conn., 1725), 24-25. 
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Azariah Mather’s remark about the un-carpenter-like pastor making an “impression” on 
“a crooked rough Piece” is an allusion to the builder’s work of planing, and more 
obliquely, to the interior imagistic straightening that the pastor was understood to 
perform. “Satan and the World” negatively impacted the condition of the interior image 
of God or Christ in the Christian’s heart or soul, causing that image to hang crookedly. 
Layered allusions connecting the different aspects of the discourse of the art of living—
such as edification and image theory—are common in this literature. 
Even as Puritan practical theology understands the godly Christian as a whole to 
be a living image of God, it also describe the hearts, souls, and (sometimes) minds of 
congregants as internal galleries for the exhibition of the image of God or Christ. In the 
passages I have quoted here, ministers characterize the work of the Puritan pastor as a 
never-ending cleaning, restoring, and straightening of the image of God or Christ within 
congregants’ gallery-like interiors. They explicitly contrast the labor of pastors and the 
labor of draughtsmen, painters, sculptors, and carpenters. I would like to argue that this 
current in Puritan writings—in which pastoral work is described in opposition to artistic 
practices—should not be understood as a rejection of the Puritan development of a notion 
of godly living as a work of art. Rather, pastoral practice as curatorship or conservation 
of interior images is a part of the art of living to God. It does not refuse the idea that the 
minister’s work is art, but makes “taking care” a part of art. I also aim to show that the 
curatorial or conservationist “not art” of the Puritan pastor is informed by models of labor 
derived from art understood as material making. Although it utilizes material art making 
to describe what pastoral practice is like, it does so to then disassociate the art of living to 
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God and the production of material objects such as drawings, paintings, sculptures, or 
architecture as art. 
Patristic literature contains a number of important discussions of interior image 
curatorship and conservation. We have seen in the passage I quoted by Azariah Mather a 
reference to the writings of John Chrysostom. Puritans were interested, as we have seen, 
in Augustine, Eusebius, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Nazianzus, Ambrose, Tertullian, 
and John Chrysostom. They were also familiar with the writings of Athanasius of 
Alexandria. The spiritual images of God or Christ inside of the Christian believer are as 
susceptible to damage and decay as exteriorized man-made material images. In Christian 
theology there was a history of thinking about the degraded status of the interiorized 
Imago Dei in terms of condition-related issues pertaining to man-made material images. 
An early instance of such thinking appears in the treatise, On the Incarnation of the 
Word, by Athanasius, the fourth-century Bishop of Alexandria (in Egypt). In Figure 193 
appears an illumination of Athanasius standing before an image of Christ—the image is 
from the Theodore Psalter, made in 1066 in Constantinople, now in the collection of the 
British Library in London. On the Incarnation of the Word dates to about 335, and in it, 
Athanasius expounds the imagistically restorative effect of the incarnation of Christ for 
fallen human beings:   
For as, when the likeness painted on a panel has been effaced by stains 
from without, he whose likeness it is must needs come once more to 
enable the portrait to be renewed on the same wood, for, for the sake of 
the picture, even the mere wood on which it is painted is not thrown away, 
but the outline is renewed upon it; in the same way also the most holy Son 
of the Father, being the image of the Father, came to our region to renew 
man, once made in his likeness, and find him, as one lost, by the remission 
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of sins; as he says himself in the Gospels, ‘I came to find and to save the 
lost.’452 
 
The incarnation of Christ is conceived here as a second sitting to repair a portrait. The 
first sitting corresponds to the originally perfect image of God portrayed (by God, the 
prime artist) in Adam, which was damaged because of Adam’s disobedience, leading to 
his banishment from the Garden of Eden. This degraded image persists in later human 
beings, who are subsequently thought to be imagistically imperfect by nature.  
As Athanasius writes, and for Puritans, too, the “death” of original sin was 
“brought to nought by Christ.”453 The Incarnation, which is likened to the renovation of a 
panel painting, is a pattern for the curating or conservation activity of the Puritan pastor. 
The pastoral maintenance of congregants’ interior images is the coming and bringing, 
again and again, of a cleansing Jesus Christ (the restorative image of God, the second 
Adam) to the believer. Like today’s conservators, who are usually trained as artists, 
pastors repair images using artistic skills—the pastor’s skills are those of a Christian 
proficient in the art of living to God.  
Athanasius’s account of the Incarnation as a second sitting to restore a damaged 
portrait is derived, in part, from a discussion that appears in Plotinus’s First Ennead—in 
the sixth tractate, addressing beauty. Plotinus exerted a tremendous influence on early 
Christian theology, as well as later Neoplatonism, including the Cambridge Platonists, a 
group of seventeenth-century philosophers associated with the University of Cambridge, 
which was (as I have mentioned) also the most important educational institution at which 
                                                
452 Athanasius. “On the Incarnation of the Word,” in Christology of the Later Fathers, The Library of 
Christian Classics Vol. 3, ed. Edward Rochie Hardy and Cyril C. Richardson, trans. Archibald Robertson 
(London: S.C.M. Press, 1954), 68. Similar formulations appear in the writings of Origen and Gregory of 
Nyssa. See Ladner, Idea of Reform, 91-93. 
 
453 Ibid., 84. 
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English Puritan ministers were trained. Although the Cambridge Platonists and Puritans 
disagreed about numerous matters theological and philosophical, they were interested in 
many of the same writers. And the Puritan fascination with the Christian Primordium 
meant that late antique philosophers such as Plotinus, who anticipated formulations in 
Christian theology and image theory, would have appealed to them, in some respects. At 
least it is fair to say that many Puritan ministers would have read some of Plotinus, 
together with Plato, Aristotle, and other ancient Greek and Roman philosophers.454  
Plotinus writes of “the ugliness of the Soul”:  
If a man has been immersed in filth or daubed with mud, his native 
comeliness disappears and all that is seen is the foul stuff besmearing him: 
his ugly condition is due to alien matter that has encrusted him, and if he is 
to win back his grace it must be his business to scour and purify himself 
and make himself what he was.  
So, we may justly say, a Soul becomes ugly—by something foisted 
upon it, by sinking itself into the alien, by a fall, a descent into body, into 
Matter. The dishonor of the Soul is in its ceasing to be clean and apart. 
Gold is degraded when it is mixed with earthy particles; if these be 
worked out, the gold is left and is beautiful, isolated from all that is 
foreign, gold with gold alone. And so the Soul; let it be but cleared of the 
desires that come by its too intimate converse with the body, emancipated 
from all the passions, purged of all that embodiment has thrust upon it, 
withdrawn, a solitary, to itself again—in that moment the ugliness that 
came only from the alien is stripped away.455  
 
The “native comeliness” of the Plotinian man is muddied by his materiality—“by a fall, a 
descent into body, into Matter.” Likewise, Adam, original man, was rendered ugly by 
“alien matter” (sin) that “encrusted him.” He was golden, but was “degraded” when 
“mixed with earthy particles.” The purified “Soul” as described by Plotinus is “gold with 
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state of conservation. Indeed, their Plotinus was, quite possibly, the dirtiest book I have ever handled. This 
is ironic considering Plotinus’s interest in cleansing and restoration, which I discuss here.  
 
455 Plotinus, Enneads, 51. 
 
 180 
gold alone.” The perfected image of God or Christ in the Puritan heart or soul may in 
some measure be likened to a picture or a statue that is in pristine condition, well-curated 
and conserved—therefore free from “foreign” “earthy particles.”  
A key difference between the Plotinian and Puritan models for thinking about 
condition in debased people-as-images is the character and extent of corruption. Puritan 
theologians would have agreed with Athanasius, who argues that “the corruption which 
had set in [in postlapsarian man] was not external to the body, but had become attached 
to it.”456 The mud was not on the Puritan soul but in the Puritan soul. Also unlike the 
Plotinian man, the muddied man in Puritanism cannot “scour and purify himself.” This 
implies an agency incongruent with a Calvinism in which “man’s corruption which is 
entailed in the fall can be healed only by God’s action in Christ.”457 The art historian and 
classicist, Margaret Miles, writes of the significance of the Incarnation for refreshing the 
inner paintings of God in Christians:  
In Athanasius’s account of humanity’s need for reformation, Plotinus’ 
essential connection between the source of life and its myriad forms is 
lost. Plotinus’s image required the continuous informing presence of its 
original (as does a mirror or pool of water). For Athanasius, even though 
the damaged painting is still arguably an image of its original, restoration 
of the likeness requires that the absent original return to provide a model 
for the renovations. It is not enough, as it was for Plotinus, for human 
beings to turn toward the source of their being, strengthening a connection 
that is unbroken but is cluttered and overgrown through lack of use. 
Athanasius taught that without God’s initiating action, humans are 
helpless.458  
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Early modern emblem books, popular among Catholics and Protestants alike, 
sometimes include depictions of Christ cleaning up the Christian’s heart. In the circa 
1600 Antonie Wierix emblem reproduced in Figure 194, for instance, the Christ child, 
with broom in hand, sweeps “a brood of reptilian monsters” from the believer’s heart.459 
For Puritans, material things and material images—indeed materiality itself—are part of 
what must be swept away. In his 1649 sermon entitled Gods Anatomy upon Mans Heart, 
Thomas Watson likewise suggests that it is the “initiating action” of God that works in 
the believer to maintain or improve the condition of his or her interior— including the 
image of God that is housed therein. Watson aligns this curating and the practice of 
anatomy. (Figure 195) He writes of “an Anatomie, where is a dissection and cutting-up 
of every part, the Mesentery, the Liver, the Arteries. Such a kind of Anatomy doth God 
make in the soul; an Heart-Anatomy: He doth cut up the inward parts, and makes a 
difference; This is Flesh, that is Spirit; this is Faith, that is Fancie.”460 In the literature that 
defines pastoral practice as curating, it is important to realize that ideas about curating are 
often expressed through metaphors of medical “curing.” The curator and the doctor are 
kindred spirits. Yet it is not ultimately the conservation of material images or material 
bodies that concerns Puritan theologians. It is these practices understood spiritually. 
I would like to look now at the 1973-74 Maintenance Art Performance Series of 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles in relation to the Puritan description of pastors as curators or 
conservators of interior images.461 Figure 196 shows a photograph documenting Ukeles’s 
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Hartford Wash: Washing Tracks, Maintenance Outside of 1973, and Figure 197 a photo 
documenting her Maintenance Inside performance, a related action which also took place 
at the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1973. These 
performances are a part of a larger series (with fifteen performances in all) entitled 
Maintenance Art Performance Series (1973-74).462 This series is an important early 
example of Institutional Critique, and it has recently received thoughtful analysis from art 
historians—in particular Helen Molesworth and Miwon Kwon.  
In 1968, Ukeles gave birth to her first child, and she then became interested in 
maintenance as a subject—the idea of “taking care”—as well as the relation between 
taking care and art, taking care and culture. She believed that because of its (often dull) 
repetitiveness that maintenance was not valued in Western culture. If an artist was not 
making something new, moving forward, the work was not valuable. Also, the culture of 
art, like culture in general, depended upon maintenance for its existence, even though this 
dependence was either unacknowledged or invisible. The work of maintenance is 
undertaken, to some extent, by everyone, but especially by home-making women, 
minorities, and an under-class of persons who drive garbage trucks, mop floors, clean 
toilets, and so on. For Ukeles, maintenance includes everything from the daily tasks of 
individuals in their own households to the work of large-scale urban sanitation 
departments.  
In her Manifesto for Maintenance Art, composed in 1969, she writes, 
“Maintenance is a drag; it takes all the fucking time (lit.) The mind boggles and chafes at 
                                                                                                                                            
461 My understanding of Ukeles’s practice has been very much enhanced by seeing/listening to her lecture 
at the University of Houston in November 2011.  
 
462 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, with responses by Miwon Kwon and Helen Molesworth, “Maintenance  
Art Activity (1973),” Documents 10 (1997): 5. 
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the boredom. The culture confers lousy status on the maintenance jobs = minimum 
wages, housewives = no pay.”463 Both pastoral curatorship and Ukeles’s maintenance art 
are person-centered forms of anti-art. Both consider (or reconsider) the relations of things 
that are inside to things that are outside, and vice-versa. In Ukeles’s case, what is inside 
the modern museum’s white box versus what is outside, what is inside “culture” versus 
what is outside. And, for Puritan ministers, what is inside the believer versus what is 
outside in the world, what is inside “art,” however defined, versus what is outside of it.   
But here we can also notice an important difference between pastoral care in 
Puritanism and Ukeles’s Maintenance Art Performance Series. In Puritanism this work is 
practiced by a class of white Anglo male ministers. Puritan pastoral curatorhship does not 
undercut an existing patriarchal social hierarchy but is part of a discourse buttressing the 
authority of those already in power. Puritan believers can to some extent self-curate their 
interior images through meditation and self-examination practices—in his elegy on Sarah 
Leveret, Cotton Mather calls this “the Art of managing our Hearts.”464 Self-curatorship 
and pastoral curatorship are both termed “Heart-Work.” Aside from self-care, only 
pastors (as, in some respects, surrogates of God or Christ on earth) have the ability to care 
for the interior images of their congregants.465 Ukeles, on the other hand, exposes and 
                                                
 
463 Ibid., 6. 
 
464 Cotton Mather, “A Lacrymatory,” in Cotton Mather’s Verse in English, 82. Mather contrasts this art 
with “the Liberal Arts.” 
 
465 For a reflection on self-curating “Heart-Work,” see Cotton Mather, Work Within-Doors (Boston, 1709). 
Mather writes of of self-curating as frame-related conservation: “Charge your own Hearts, to fall into no 
Frames, but what may become an heart in the Fear of the Lord all the Day long. Our Hearts are sooner & 
oftner out of Order, than any Clock or Watch, of the most various Motions in the World. We ought to be 
very Watchful over the Frames of our Hearts. We should always be able to say, Psal. 57. 7. My heart is 
fixed, O God, my heart is fixed. Watch against a Lifeless, and Slothful Frame of Heart, in attending on the 
Business of this World. Watch against a Carnal Frame of Heart in Prosperity; against an Impatient, and a 
Discontented Frame of Heart in Adversity; against a Fretful, Froward, Unadviseable Frame of Heart under 
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critiques the unequal class relations between artists and different kinds of maintenance 
workers, by making maintenance visible in a museum context, thus democratizing social 
relations, having maintenance = art and art = maintenance to these ends.  
Both Puritan ministers and Ukeles are interested, though, in tearing down the 
boundaries between worlds of art and worlds at large. The reasons are not altogether 
different—the Puritans whose works I have addressed in this dissertation are writing at a 
moment when drawing, painting, sculpting, printing, and building are emerging in Anglo 
culture as “art” for the first time—the first English museums were founded in the later 
seventeenth century, which employed the first keepers of collections (forerunners of 
today’s curators). Educated Puritans reject the culture of material making as art, replacing 
such making with the art of living to God—a type of art making that pervades lived 
experience; it is not art making as sequestered in an artist’s studio. Eupraxian exhibitions 
occur at home and in the streets, potentially in all of the daily actions of a virtuous 
Puritan. One’s inner image is expressed to some extent outwardly in conduct, although as 
we have seen, form is a very complicated matter when it comes to determining whether 
Puritan artists/living images are sincere or insincere.  
Like much of the performance art of the 1960s and 70s, Ukeles’s performances 
are likewise a critique, among other things, of the materialism of the art world, of art 
defined as the manufacture of material objects for capitalistic consumption by a monied 
class, substituting for object-making an emphasis on action, practice, and process—in 
particular on practices of taking care. For both the Puritan ministers who curate/conserve 
                                                                                                                                            
Provocation. Such Frames will be distastful to the Lord, who says concerning this heart of ours, I have 
desired it for my Dwelling-place” (16-17). 
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interior images and Ukeles, maintenance is infinite labor—the work is “never done.”466 
To Ukeles, maintenance is “work that goes nowhere,” but it is also “the work that makes 
all other work possible.”467 Something similar may be said about the curatorial and 
conservationist labor of the Puritan pastor, at least from his own perspective. The labor of 
caring for congregants’ inner images may never end, but it is only by taking care of these 
images that one’s congregants can (hope to) live artfully.  
Figure 198 illustrates a photograph documenting another Ukeles performance at 
the Wadsworth Atheneum—this performance is called Transfer: The Maintenance of the 
Art Object (1974). Ukeles is shown cleaning a vitrine containing a female mummy; this 
was usually the work of the janitor. Helen Molesworth writes, 
[Ukeles] cleaned the case as a ‘maintenance artist,’ as opposed to a 
maintenance person, making what she called a ‘dust painting.’ The 
cleaned case, now designated a ‘maintenance art work,’ could only be 
cleaned by the museum conservator. Here the ‘work’ in art work and the 
‘work’ in maintenance work (or housework) were made analogous as three 
different jobs became the same job. And as the labor of cleaning 
metamorphosed from maintenance to art, it became work that demanded 
the attention of museum professionals.468  
 
Ostensibly cleaning a case housing a mummy, Ukeles muddies the categories of artist, 
conservator, and janitor. In the Puritan discourse I am studying, it is fair to say that the 
third term—janitor—has no place. Pastoral curatorship is not a critique of the self-
effacing character of maintenance as underpinning the anti-democratizing effects of a 
patriarchal capitalism. (Also, conservation = restoration for Puritan ministers, unlike the 
notion of conservation versus restoration today.)  
                                                
466 Ukeles, with Kwon and Molesworth, “Maintenance Art Activity,” 18. 
 
467 Ibid., 18-19. 
 
468 Ibid., 20. 
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But there is a similarity here, too. And it was only in looking at works of 1960s 
and 70s performance art and reading the scholarship on such works that I realized this. 
The sources describing the discourse of the art of living to God in Puritanism, including 
pastoral curatorship (which, as I have argued, is a part of the art of living) are almost 
always biographical literatures, including funeral sermons. These textual sources, we 
could say, are to the artful performativity of practicing Puritans what the documentary 
photograph is to performance art. The sermons record (or construct) lives lived artfully 
(which, like performance art, conflate artist and artwork), and without these texts, the 
artful performances of Puritans would be unknown to us. We might even go so far as to 
say that the documentation of Ukeles’s performance is a photographic funeral sermon to 
a late Puritan action, and that there may be something to be gained, as well, by scholars 
of contemporary art considering the Maintenance Art Performance Series of Ukeles in 
relation to the discourse of the art of living in Puritanism.469 It is notable coincidence that 
Ukeles’s performances at the Wadsworth Atheneum took place directly across the street 
from Center Church, the First Church of Christ in Hartford. The congregation that 
worships there today is descended from the Puritan congregation that was established by 
Thomas Hooker in the 1630s. Like the Puritan pastors of Hartford before her (such as 
Hooker, as well as Samuel Stone), Ukeles made taking care a part of art.470  
 
 
 
                                                
 
469 Jennifer Roberts’s new metacritical work on ideas of earliness and lateness in the study of American art 
helped me to arrive at this conjecture.  
 
470 Both Hooker and Stone are interred in the Ancient Burying Ground, abutting the church. 
 187 
Lives of the Artists / Puritan Life-Writing as a History of Art and Architecture 
 
As I began this project, I was reading in the works of Cotton Mather and was 
surprised to find that he sometimes writes about painters and sculptors both ancient and 
modern (that is, in the sense that art historians usually mean “painters” and “sculptors”). 
Mather mentions Cimabue and Titian at the beginning of his Bonifacius, in both cases 
using anecdotes associated with their practices as painters to think about his own practice 
as an author of godly texts (which is for him also a part of his practice of the art of living 
to God). Mather writes,   
That writer was in the right of it, who says, ‘I can’t understand, how any 
honest man can print a book, and yet profess, that he thinks none will be 
the wiser or better for the reading of it.’ Indeed, I own that my subject is 
worthy to be much better handled, and my manner of handling it is not 
such that I dare do as the famous painter Titian did on his pieces, write my 
name, with a double, Fecit, Fecit, as much as to say, ‘Very well done’: 
and I must have utterly suppressed it, if I had been of the same humor, 
with Cimabue, another famous painter, who, if himself or any other spied 
the least fault in his pieces, would utterly deface them and destroy them, 
though he had bestowed a twelvemonth’s pains upon them. Yet I will 
venture to say, the book is full of reasonable and serviceable things; and it 
would be well for us, if such things were hearkened to; and I have done 
well to offer them.471 
 
Mather refers to the “Fecit, Fecit” signature on the well-known Annunciation by Titian in 
the church of San Salvador in Venice. (Figure 199) Although a number of Titian 
Annunciations were engraved and circulated in the Atlantic world in the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth century, none that I have seen bear the double Fecit signature. 
Mather likely read about the signature of Titian in some book, possibly a travel account 
like that written by George Sandys. In Giorgio Vasari’s “Life of Cimabue,” the author 
includes a gloss from 1334 on Dante’s famous passage in Purgatorio comparing Giotto 
                                                
 
471 Cotton Mather, Bonifacius, 14. 
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and Cimabue: “Cimabue was a Florentine painter who lived at the time of the poet; he 
had outstanding ability, but he was so arrogant and disdainful that if anyone remarked 
any fault or defect in his work or if he had noticed any himself, he immediately rejected 
it, no matter how precious it might be.”472 In his comments about Cimabue and Titian, 
and elsewhere in his writing, Mather’s reduction of the history of material art making to 
anecdote is—it seems to me—a deliberate strategy. For Mather to anecdotalize material 
art making is to diminish it. 
It seems clear, though, that in order to do this Mather has taken the time to read 
about Cimabue (who around 1700 is not an artist much written about) in either Dante or 
Vasari. We can be certain that he knew Dante; no copy of Vasari’s Lives exists in the 
remains of the Mather libraries, though it is possible, if not probable, that he had seen or 
read Vasari in the original Italian. (Figure 200) The first English translation of Vasari’s 
Lives, a selection by William Aglionby, was published in 1685. But Aglionby’s digest 
does not contain either of these anecdotes.473 In the existing scholarship on the history of 
American art, there is no sense that anyone in the English colonies read Vasari’s Lives, 
and that it is not until the early nineteenth century (once the colonies had become the 
United States) that anyone knew or cared about Vasari or other European writers of 
art/architectural history  
There is an early copy of Vasari in the collections of Dr Williams’s Library in 
London. Founded in 1715/16, this library is devoted to the study of the long history of 
English Protestant nonconformity. Daniel Williams, a leading nonconformist minister, 
                                                
472 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, 2 vols., trans. George Bull (London: Penguin Books, 1965 and 
1987), 1:55. 
 
473 See William Aglionby, Painting Illustrated in Three Diallogues (London, 1686). 
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provided for the establishment of a library in his will, and among the books that form the 
basis of the collection are those from the library of William Bates, about whom I have 
written a lot in this dissertation. That Bates owned their Vasari cannot be definitively 
proved, though the library’s director, David Wykes, asserted during my time researching 
there that most of the “literary” holdings in the collection are presumed to have come 
from him.474 Bates owned, for example, a First Folio Shakespeare (one of only forty or so 
complete copies in existence), sold by Dr. Williams’s Library at auction for £2.5 million 
in 2006. I mention this information about Mather’s writing on Cimabue and Titian and 
about the Dr Williams’s Library Vasari, because it suggests that Puritan ministers were 
more familiar with writings about the history of art and architecture (that is, as we usually 
conceive of it) than we might suspect. A text such as Vasari’s Lives would be interesting 
to them as a history of art and architecture and also as an important example of 
biographical writing. Indeed, Vasari’s Lives is as significant to the history of biographical 
writing as it is to the history of art.475  
                                                
 
474 Conversation with David Wykes, March 2010.  
 
475 On Vasari as biographer, see Reed Whittemore, Pure Lives: The Early Biographers (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988). In thinking beyond Mather’s writings, students of early American 
art would do well to consider the importance of writing on art in other contexts in which one is not 
necessarily so much used to seeing it. Indeed, some of the most telling texts dealing with art published in 
colonial New England are works that are not ostensibly about art or artists. One of the most interesting 
writings I have located is a book in the American Antiquarian Society’s collections, dating to 1733, of 
anonymous authorship, and published in Boston, entitled The Pleasant and Profitable Companion, Being a 
Collection of Ingenious and Diverting Historys; With Suitable Applications or Morals for Instructing the 
Mind, and Encouraging Virtue. It is essentially a book with stories meant to edify the reader and to make 
him or her a good Christian. The 61st history in the book—“Of an Italian Painter, &c.”—is a remarkable 
historical fabrication concerning Giotto. It is constructed to satisfy a Protestant readership with anti-
Catholic sentiments and ambivalent feelings concerning image practice. The story tells, in short, of Giotto’s 
strapping a model for Christ to a cross in his studio, murdering him, and then painting a crucifix from the 
perverse assemblage. Although the pope is greatly angered initially for Giotto’s having killed a man in 
order to facilitate his painting the dead Christ, he later recants, praising the painting, and the author writes, 
“[T]hey say this Crucifix is the original by which the most famous Crucifixes in Europe are drawn” (165). 
The suggestion is that Catholic crucifixes are ultimately based on a dead model (not the true Christ), and as 
such they are idols or dead images. It seems likely, if not certain, that this story is derived from Vasari’s 
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The projects of Vasari and Puritan biographers are, in many ways, similar. Both 
Vasari’s Lives and Puritan biographical collections (e.g. by Samuel Clarke in England or 
Cotton Mather’s Magnalia in New England) are a kind of history comprising biographies 
of great artists. Vasari has collected and composed biographies of Italian artists, and 
some architects, beginning with Cimabue and Giotto—his Lives reach their apex in his 
account of Michelangelo. Clarke and Mather have collected/composed biographies of 
Puritan “artists” or “builders.” Both Vasari and the Puritan biographers formulate their 
books as textual monuments for the artists’ lives they record/invent. They are both 
understood as devices for preserving the names and effecting the immortality of ideal 
white men (Georges Didi-Huberman has described Vasari’s Lives thus, and Nanette 
Salomon and other feminist art historians have deconstructed Vasari’s art historical 
masculinism)—in this sense, both books perform resurrection, raising the dead and 
breathing life into them again.476 Early printings of Vasari’s Lives sometimes include 
depictions of the resurrection on the title page or endpapers. (e.g. Figure 201) 
Although it is not usually described as such by art historians, Vasari’s Lives is a 
decidedly Roman Catholic history of art and architecture.477 Paul Barolsky refers to it as 
“a holy history of art,” “a deeply reformist work, born of the spiritual resonances of the 
                                                                                                                                            
assertion that Giotto revived the practice of drawing from a life model. See Vasari, Lives of the Artists, 
1:58. 
 
476 See Nanette Salomon, “The Art Historical Canon: Sins of Omission,” in (En)Gendering Knowledge: 
Feminists in Academe, ed. Joan E. Hartman and Ellen Messer-Davidow (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1991), 222-236. Didi-Huberman’s analysis of Vasari’s Lives is particularly outstanding. 
See Georges Didi-Huberman, “Art as Rebirth and the Immortality of the Ideal Man,” in Confronting 
Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art, trans. John Goodman (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), 53-84. 
 
477 On the religiosity of Vasari’s Lives, see Dónal J. O’Connor, “Art Friars of the Renaissance in Georgio 
[sic] Vasari,” Irish Theological Quarterly 63:2 (1998): 167-195; and Paul Barolsky, “The Theology of 
Vasari,” Source: Notes in the History of Art (Spring 2000): 1-6. 
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Counter-Reformation, and, as such, is a book of profound piety, of deep spirituality, not 
dissimilar in spirit to the fervent poetry written in the same years by Michelangelo.”478 
Reading Vasari’s lives from a more disinterested perspective as art historians of the early 
twenty-first century, we can see it as a collection of exemplarly lives, an early modern 
outgrowth of the traditions of Catholic hagiography. We can see the paintings and statues 
made by Italian Renaissance artists as expressions of their piety.  
For Puritan readers such as Mather or Bates this would be different. Whereas in 
Vasari’s Lives the fame and memory of Roman Catholic artists and architects is primarily 
predicated upon the material objects and structures they created, in Puritan life-writing 
the records of biographical subjects depend upon their iconoclastic and anti-material 
practice of the art of living to God. Puritan artists and builders are distinguished for their 
skillfulness in artful living and edificatory building. Samuel Clarke’s collections of lives 
and Cotton Mather’s Magnalia are to Anglo- and Anglo-American Puritan art and 
architecture what Vasari’s Lives is to Italian Renaissance art and architecture. All Puritan 
biographers are, in this sense, historians of art and architecture, with figures such as 
Clarke and Mather of particular importance. Mather composed well over one hundred 
biographies in his lifetime. Funeral sermons and broadside elegies can also be considered 
histories of Puritan art and architecture. Understanding these types of literature in light of 
the discourse of the art of living to God supplies a new and (I think, or hope) exciting 
way of understanding them. Puritan biography is, then, perhaps the earliest iteration of 
Anglo-American art and architectural history, predating William Dunlap’s 1834 History 
                                                
478 Barolsky, “Theology of Vasari,” 5-6. On Counter-Reformation-era Roman Catholic art and/as piety, see 
also Alexander Nagel, Michelangelo and the Reform of Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000).  
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of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States by one or two 
centuries.479 
Puritan biographical literatures are also something like the Puritan equivalent of 
documentation of performance art practices. While pictorial form was too much freighted 
with associations of formal outwardness for portrait paintings or portrait prints to serve as 
bearers of information documenting the art of living to God, texts were more reliable. As 
we have seen, one had to be careful, as even biographies of godly persons could become 
idols, and looking off of all things and persons to Christ was, ultimately, an ideal relation 
(or non-relation) to the world. Biographers also had to evaluate the anti-formal forms of 
the persons they memorialized. One imagines that this was not easy.   
Funerary monuments in Puritanism look different from the perspective of our 
study of the discourse of the art of living (rather than from the perspective of material 
culture methods). Figure 202 pictures the tombstone of Thomas Bailey at Watertown, 
Massachusetts (died 1688). Thomas was the brother of John Bailey, with whose 
biography, by Cotton Mather, we began. Skilled in the art of living, Bailey is described in 
terms of a group of virtuous characterizations and then termed “A good Copy for all 
Survivors.” In New England, Puritan grave markers are, for the most part, text-centered 
and thus closely linked with Puritan literary traditions, especially life-writing, which as 
we have seen can be considered a history of art and architecture. Puritan ministers 
themselves often composed the epitaphs that appeared on tombstones.480 But their 
                                                
 
479 See William Dunlap, History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of the United States, 2 vols. (New 
York: George P. Scott and Co., Printers, 1834). On Dunlap’s book as the first history of American art, see 
Maura Lyons, William Dunlap and the Construction of an American Art History (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2005). 
 
480 The history of epitaph composition as a literary form in early New England is as yet unwritten. 
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obdurate materiality makes funerary monuments a category of object that is different 
from a godly text in print or in manuscript. Puritan gravestones do not have quite the 
same anti-material associations as these other types of texts. In England Puritan funerary 
monuments, especially those situated inside of chapels, as at Oxford or Cambridge, can 
bear carved or painted pictorial portraits and little or no text.481 (e.g. Figure 203, the 
circa 1607 mural monument to the Elizabethan Puritan John Rainolds at Oxford) 
And as we have seen, the theorization of the dead image in Puritanism is directly 
connected to the idea of the tomb (recall Matthew 23:27 on hypocrites as “whited 
sepulchres”). It is ultimately unclear to what extent tombs might be considered reliable as 
histories of Puritan art and architecture. Their status as site-specific terminal commodities 
in some measure excepts them from the problems associated with the possessability and 
exchangeability of other types of worldly objects. 
If for Puritans Christ was the prime mediator, sent to the world to reconcile fallen 
humans with God, his followers were second-order mediators. Godly texts in print and 
manuscript that describe and archive the art of living further mediate these mediations. 
Their pages incorporate the art of living and its histories and, in turn, the Puritans who 
accessed the texts and performed the art of living metaphorically re-incorporated them.      
To conclude: Puritans were self-described nonconformists but also deeply occupied with 
theorizing a model of good living as art work that is all about conformity—conformity of 
the believer to a mystical Christological corporation. The art of living is not pure medial 
extension; it is also a form of constraint. Although not always explicitly theorized as 
                                                
 
481 On academic memorials at Oxford, see Peter D. Sherlock, “Academic Commemoration: Monuments at 
Corpus Christi College Oxford, 1517-1700,” Church Monuments 14 (1999): 80-87; and Stefanie Knoell, 
“An Eternal Academic Community: Oxford Memorials, 1580-1680,” Church Monuments 16 (2001): 58-64. 
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such, the art of living and its attendant image theory are patriarchal. It can be hard to 
reconcile the gender bias built into some of this writing with the social consciousness that 
is there, as well. As I have mentioned their art/image theories include radical 
identifications with the poor as true images of Christ, and these theories are clearly a part 
of a long history of socialistic Christian egalitarianism that does this. But the theories also 
identify sin with various “others” and their bodies.  
In some especially unappealing passages in Media: The Middle Things, Isaac 
Ambrose talks about sin as a dirty “menstruous rag.”482 Many Puritan ministers equate 
misleading, dead, worldly picturing (broadly then, lying or hypocrisy) with the self-
painting of ethnic others (Picts) and women’s make-up, contrasting this false painting 
with true godly living picturing. In character writing and biography the qualities 
according to which the woman’s art of living is defined are strongly gendered. Ambrose 
even writes that the image of Christ is to some extent naturally present in male authority 
figures like husbands and masters—and this no matter how sinful their behavior.483 Other 
works of Puritan practical theology indicate that ministers have a proximity to the image 
of Christ that non-ministers lack.  
On the one hand, the Puritan critique of art defined as the material making of 
things like paintings and sculptures and its replacement with a theory of godly living as 
painting, drawing, shining, walking, printing, pressing, building, and planting is radical, 
even potently resistant. Their theorization of a mediate, rather than an immediate, art of 
living—where art is the instrumental possession of believers by God or Christ and 
insistently a means but never an end in itself—can be appealingly self-conscious. But at 
                                                
482 Ambrose, Media, 404. Ambrose also describes the idol as a “menstruous cloth” (101). 
 
483 Ibid., 280, 285-286. 
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the same time, their art theory is embedded in a cultural system that can seem a lot like 
what we call corporate media, which serves certain interests more than others’ and 
populates the world with mystifying, authoritative mediate images whose veracity must 
ultimately be taken on faith…images as concealing (of historical materialism, social 
labor, and the politics of social relations) as they are revealing (of the thirst of certain 
cultural producers for creating consensus and for fixing measures of truth).484 We might 
even consider this subject an episode in the history of the corporate image or corporate 
media. Indeed, modern and contemporary theories of the corporate image/media depend 
heavily on earlier theories of image and media appearing in the literature of Christian 
corporate theology. The thoroughgoing deployment by artists of their own and other 
human bodies to contest authoritarian ideologies—of Western culture, of art history, of 
the archive, of social inequality, etc.—so significant to more recent performance art—is 
not in evidence in this Puritan discourse in the same way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 
484 In thinking about the similarity of the corporate image in Puritanism to the corporate image in 
contemporary culture, I have benefitted from Ann Kibbey, “The Capitalist Theory of the Image,” in Theory 
of the Image: Capitalism, Contemporary Film, and Women (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 2005), 5-
44. Kibbey so insists that the living image in Calvinism is reified, though, that she obscures the complex 
dialectics of living imagistic reification and living imagistic dynamism in Calvinist cultures, including 
Puritanism. 
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Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art, translated by John Goodman 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), page 57  !
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Figure 201. Endpaper bearing depiction of the Resurrection, Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de' 
piu eccellenti pittori, scultori, a architettori, Fiorenza, 1568. Yale Center for British Art, 
New Haven, Connecticut !
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Figure 202. Thomas Bailey tombstone, 1688. Old Burying Ground, Watertown, 
Massachusetts !
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Figure 203. Mural monument to John Rainolds, ca. 1607. Corpus Christi College Chapel, 
University of Oxford
